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GLOSSARY
dialogic. Of or characterized by dialogue. This term is associated to the work of Mikhail
Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, in which Bakhtin uses it in contrast to the
‘monologic’ characteristics of literature, particularly the novel.
dialogic convergence. Represents the many converging unmerged and unfinalized
‘voices’ of culture that intersects within one’s individual vantage, thus represents
a key movement within identity formation. This is a new concept I introduce in
chapter 3, which is constructed upon Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism.
dialogism. A theory developed by Bakhtin, which identifies multiple ‘voices’
surrounding the text, creating a dialogue that influences meaning and
interpretation. Bakhtin first identifies such dialogue within the writings of Fyodor
Dostoevsky.
emerging generations. Primarily references youth and young adults, categorized within
Generation Y (born between the 1980s and 1990s) and the iGeneration (born
between the 1990s and 2000s).
imago consumere. A Latin phrase meaning “image of the consumer,” which reflects
the broken state of humanity, resulting from the fall. This is a new concept I argue
in chapter 2, in which humanity displays a pre-existing tension and motivation to
consume, thus representing a consumer identity/posture.
monologic. Of or characterized by monologue. This term, which is representative of one
‘voice,’ is used in contrast to the development of Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism.
polyphony. A term that Bakhtin applies to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s work, which he later
developed it into the designation “dialogism,” used in relationship to novels. The
word “polyphony” originated in music, used to describe the combination of
different parts to form a beautiful melody.
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ABSTRACT
How is the identity and resulting theology of today’s Christian shaped in
American consumer iCulture? To answer this question, I engage Mikhail Bakhtin’s
theory of dialogism, exploring the ‘dialogic’ nature of Christian identity formation,
related to the questions “Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” within the context of a
multi-‘voiced’ American iCulture. Couched in this dialogical formation, in varying ways
this analysis brings one into contact with the psychological, sociological,
epistemological, philosophical, and theological makeup of one’s persona. I claim that if
the academy and church clearly understood the resulting process of “dialogic
convergence,” a more intentional discipleship pattern could be improvised, taught, and
engaged. Chapter 1 provides a general overview of this interconnected problem. Chapter
2 presents a summary of Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, while also providing a ‘reading’
of Genesis 3 in which I argue that the imago consumere is revealed. Chapter 3 offers an
argument for the proposition of dialogic convergence, where the ‘voices’ of philosophy,
consumerism, and theology intertwine to fortify the imago consumere. Chapter 4 presents
a case for the business of ‘American Christianity,’ examining the Church Growth
Movement, Jesus brand, and concerns surrounding church marketing. Chapter 5 shows
the impact of the “American Dream” on Christian identity, related to the consequences of
advertising to children, the occurrence of re-accentuation through image marketing, and
the creative influence from the likes of Walt Disney. Finally, chapter 6 concludes by
examining the hope of following Jesus in this existing American iCulture, responding to
the ‘rabbinic invitation’ of Jesus (“follow me”) so that he can subvert the imago
consumere and reveal one’s true Christ-like identity.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION:
AMERICAN CHRISTIAN IDENTITY IN DIALOGUE
Thomas Wolfe once expressed that we are the sum of all the moments of our
lives.1 One’s identity, then, reflects one’s life experiences and the intersection of many
‘voices’ that have contributed to a person’s thoughts, deeds, and ongoing emergence. In
short, my persona is not my own, but instead I represent a fabrication of the many passing
moments before me. I simply reflect the consequential interaction with things on which
my life has been centered or thrust. These ‘occurrences’ make up the fabric of my story.
Christian theologian Stanley Hauerwas argues that in America the story people own is a
story they have inherited, been told, and chosen when they did not have a story to tell.2 In
essence, one’s identity has created a story, and many stories have shaped one’s identity.
When people are asked to identify themselves they do so by way of stories—stories that
have contributed to their identity.3 Lives that are in dialogue with one another and made
up of the building blocks of character have a story to tell. This ‘dialogic’ nature of human
life can be viewed as casually assumed and starkly ignored within the process of identity
1

Thomas Wolfe, Look Homeward Angel: A Story of the Buried Life, (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1929), E-book location 434.
2

Stanley Hauerwas, “America’s God,” in War and the American Difference: Theological
Reflections on Violence and National Identity, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), E-book, location
526. Hauerwas writes, “America is the exemplification of what I call the project of modernity. That project
is the attempt to produce a people who believe that they have no story except the story that they choose
when they had no story.” (See also, “America’s God is Dying” at
http://www.abc.net.au/religion/articles/2010/07/20/2947368.htm, and “How Real is America’s Faith?” at
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/belief/2010/oct/16/faith-america-secular-britain). Hauerwas
argues that Christians learned how to be Americans before they were Christians and that one must
understand one’s heritage and identity as a Christian, especially from his/her Jewish roots, in order to live
faithfully today as a Christian in America.
3

Brad J. Kallenberg, Live to Tell: Evangelism for a Postmodern Age, (Grand Rapids: Brazos
Press, 2002), 34.

2
formation, providing a fresh perspective from which to observe, engage, and question
one’s true identity.4 Between such bookends, one’s identity reflects less about engaging
and balancing relationships with other people and more about one’s individual hunger to
satisfy personal desire or avoid one’s fear. Life has become more inwardly focused and
more directed toward fulfilling personal gratification, which in turn continues to cultivate
a “Me” generation, consumer posture, and culture of narcissism.5 Distilled and
synthesized from Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, and sensory preferences that
shape both the intellectual and theological underpinning of one’s identity, I will introduce
my proposition of ‘dialogic convergence.’ Such formation of selfhood is constructed
from the outside in, as converging ‘voices’ create layers of influence and shape one’s
identity and understanding.

The Problem: Who Am I?
Personal identity does not face one single predicament of discovery. Instead,
many broad and connected questions prevail, with the most familiar question being: Who
am I?6 Humans have pondered this question throughout time, in search of meaning,
purpose, fulfillment, and happiness. Dietrich Bonheoffer’s own wrestling with such a
question led him to write the following poem while in prison in the 1944.
4

What I am advocating in this statement, particularly with the bookends of ‘casually assumed’ and
‘starkly ignored,’ relates to the space in one’s life that emerges naturally, where one ‘tests’ who he/she is in
relationship to cultural and ethical norms—consisting of both internal and external engagement. One might
also relate such a concept of ‘space’ and ‘testing’ to the notion of what it means to have plausible
deniability. The ‘dialogic’ nature of life presents adequate room to live in denial, reality, a mode of
pretending to be someone one is not, or any combination.
5

Lee Siegel, Against the Machine: How the Web is Reshaping Culture and Commerce—and Why
it Matters, (New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2008), 6.
6

Eric T. Olson, “Personal Identity,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2010/entries/identity-personal/ (accessed July 2, 2011).
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Who am I? They often tell me
I stepped from my cell’s confinement
calmly, cheerfully, firmly,
like a Squire from his country house.
Who am I? They often tell me,
I used to speak to my warders
freely and friendly and clearly,
as though it were mine to command.
Who am I? They also tell me
I bore the days of misfortune
equably, smilingly, proudly,
like one accustomed to win.
Am I then really that which other men tell of?
Or am I only what I myself know of myself?
Restless and longing and sick, like a bird in a cage,
struggling for breath, as though hands were compressing my throat,
yearning for colours, for flowers, for the voices of birds,
thirsting for words of kindness, for neighbourliness,
tossing in expectation of great events,
powerlessly trembling for friends at an infinite distance,
weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at making,
faint, and ready to say farewell to it all.
Who am I? This or the Other?
Am I one person to-day and to-morrow another?
Am I both at once? A hypocrite before others,
and before myself a contemptible woebegone weakling?
Or is something within me still like a beaten army
fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved?
Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine.
Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine!7

These words reveal a heart struggling to know the multi-dimensions of human freedom
during a time when uncertainty was prevalent. Whether six or more decades past, or only
moments ago, the question “Who am I?” secures primacy in the quest of discovering
one’s true identity in the here and now. Yet, tapping into ancient wisdom in answering
this question, pre-modern and non-Western thinkers utilized a narrative strategy.8 There
7

Dietrich Bonheoffer, The Cost of Discipleship, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1959), 19-20.

8

Kallenberg, 35.
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are a number of layers within one’s story. When I wrestle with such a question, I do so
under the assumption that I am who I am—who I see in the mirror (reflection); who
others tell me I am (expectations); how I act (values/morals); how I feel (emotions); what
I know (education); what I do (vocation); what I do well (gifts); where I grew up
(geography/culture); my family (heritage); what I believe or do not believe (religion); and
now what I own (possessions). I make casual assumptions based on these known details.
At the same time, I may also choose characteristics and tendencies within my personality
that I starkly ignore in order to rationalize behavior.9 There is plenty of room between the
‘casually assumed’ and the ‘starkly ignored’ in a human life. Along that continuum, one’s
image is shaped by many ‘voices’ of influence. This is one facet of the human condition.
What happens when one begins to ask the question “Who am I?” in relationship to
one’s Christian formation, especially within American consumer culture? What happens
when one stops and realizes the many layers of ‘voices’ that reflect a version of selfhood
that is actually a product of an American iCulture10 and not Christ or his church? How
does one understand the person and purpose God created within oneself, if one is not
willing to examine and peel back the many ‘dialogic’ layers that help answer the very
question with which one wrestles? Humanity has to be willing to reflect back in order to
keep moving forward. Kierkegaard’s helpful assessment brings to mind that while life

9
I realize the words “choosing” and “ignoring” are exclusive and therefore may provoke the
question, “If something is chosen how can it be ignored?” However, this statement highlights one’s
(optional) conscious act of deciding to intentionally ignore something that exists, thus “pretending” it does
not exist. The emphasis here is to call attention to the act of “choosing” and/or the dilemma of “choice.”
10
I am using the term “iCulture” to define both a culture that focuses on “Me” (inward on the
individual rather than the group), and also reflective of strategies that bolster such a consumer-oriented
culture, successfully leveraged by innovative companies like Apple, Inc.

5
must be lived forward, it can only be understood backward.11 Through this understanding,
humans can find touchstones that offer the important building blocks of a story. Everyone
has baggage to unpack, questions to ask, experiences to discern, and feelings to reconcile
throughout life. Such is the case in understanding God’s redemptive grace extended
through the New Covenant of Christ, directly in the shadow of the Old Covenant between
God and God’s people—God’s story. In the unfolding plan to reconcile God’s people, the
church’s story emerges, and it is a story that must be both personal and corporate.
Therefore, when I talk about ‘Christian’ identity I do so under the parameters that such
identity represents both the individual and the church. How can one discern one’s future
if one does not know one’s past, both individually and corporately?
Within today’s iCulture, the church has failed to fully remember its story—it has
an identity problem. Leonard Sweet argues that the church suffers from JDD (Jesus
Deficit Disorder).12 Sweet claims that the problems faced by the church today are not
simply centered on financial trouble, aging congregations, poor strategies, and a mass
exodus of members, but instead it rests on the fact that the church has forgotten its
story—it is Jesus-deficient.13 He writes, “the church’s narrative is biblically,
theologically, and spiritually bankrupt,” and he goes on to maintain that the church has
been busy telling almost every story but God’s story.14 Especially connected to how

11
Soren Kierkegaard, “Selected Early Entries from Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers,” The
Essential Kierkegaard, eds. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong, (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2000), 12.
12

Leonard Sweet, So Beautiful: Divine Design for Life and the Church, (Colorado Springs: David
C. Cook, 2009), 22.
13

Ibid.

14

Ibid.
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emerging generations15 see the church, according to Dan Kimball, there exists a skewed
interpretation of Christianity.16 Many marginalized and younger people in America do not
know the story of Christianity because many ‘Christians’ do not know or reflect the story
of Christianity; it has not become a personal story. The argument of generic
individualism claims that the individual is more significant than the larger group, because
the communal group represents the sum of individual members.17 Therefore, in order to
challenge individualism and claim the communal story, each individual has to be willing
to discover his/her personal narrative.
Kindred to the idea of reflecting back in order to move forward, Kimball
expounds that many Christian leaders, and Christians in general, need to rethink an
understanding of what it means to live into the future within a post-Christian America.18
David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons confirmed such an idea when they wrote about
research conducted by the Barna Group in their discussion-changing book, UnChristian
(2007). Such findings are linked to both Sweet’s assessment of the church having an
“identity problem,” and to Kimball’s observation of how emerging generations see the
church. Corroborating this onset, the Barna Group’s most recent findings included six

15

While this project will often discuss “emerging generations,” which represent young adults and
youth who are confidently shaping new consumer markets, in general, I primarily widen my discussion to
include from Baby Boomers to the new iGeneration in my overarching argument. For the purpose of this
project, Baby Boomers designate those born between 1946 and 1964. Generation X designates those born
between the late 1960s and 1980s. Generation Y (often referred to as Millennials) designates those born
between 1980s and 1990s. The iGeneration (sometimes referred to as Generation Z) designates those born
into the Google Age, between the late 1990s and the late 2000s.
16

Dan Kimball, They Like Jesus But Not The Church: Insights From Emerging Generations,
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 32.
17

Kallenberg, 16.

18

Ibid., 33.
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“megathemes,” exposing Christianity’s continued changing landscape in the United
States. These emerging themes are cited as follows:
1. The Christian Church is becoming less theologically literate.
2. Christians are becoming more ingrown and less outreach-oriented.
3. Growing numbers of people are less interested in spiritual principles and
more desirous of learning pragmatic solutions for life.
4. Among Christians, interest in participating in community action is escalating.
5. The postmodern insistence on tolerance is winning over the Christian
Church.
6. The influence of Christianity on culture and individual lives is largely
invisible.19

In the fog of identity related problems for the church and Christianity, one must
first ask, “Where is Jesus?” Sweet’s answer is to remind readers that, “The story of Jesus
Christ is not a static reality but a living narrative.”20 Christ is supposed to be revealed
within the church’s living and ongoing story—how the church reflects the hands and feet
of Jesus within the community of faith, within the greater community, and within the
world. Looking to understand Christianity’s heritage as it unfolds in Scripture, Doug

19

The Barna Group, “Six Megathemes Emerge from Barna Group Research in 2010,” (December
13, 2010), Available from: http://www.barna.org/culture-articles/462-six-megathemes-emerge-from-2010
Internet; Accessed August 16, 2011. 1. The Christian Church is becoming less theologically literate. What
used to be basic, universally-known truths about Christianity are now unknown mysteries to a large and
growing share of Americans—especially young adults. ... 2. Christians are becoming more ingrown and
less outreach-oriented. Despite technological advances that make communications instant and far-reaching,
Christians are becoming more spiritually isolated from non-Christians than was true a decade ago. ... 3.
Growing numbers of people are less interested in spiritual principles and more desirous of learning
pragmatic solutions for life. When asked what matters most, teenagers prioritize education, career
development, friendships, and travel. Faith is significant to them, but it takes a back seat to life
accomplishments and is not necessarily perceived to affect their ability to achieve their dreams. ... 4.
Among Christians, interest in participating in community action is escalating. Largely driven by the
passion and energy of young adults, Christians are more open to and more involved in community service
activities than has been true in the recent past. ... 5. The postmodern insistence on tolerance is winning over
the Christian Church. Our biblical illiteracy and lack of spiritual confidence has caused Americans to avoid
making discerning choices for fear of being labeled judgmental. The result is a Church that has become
tolerant of a vast array of morally and spiritually dubious behaviors and philosophies. ... 6. The influence of
Christianity on culture and individual lives is largely invisible. Christianity has arguably added more value
to American culture than any other religion, philosophy, ideology or community. Yet, contemporary
Americans are hard pressed to identify any specific value added. Partly due to the nature of today’s media,
they have no problem identifying the faults of the churches and Christian people.
20

Sweet, So Beautiful, 232. Emphasis added.

8
Pagitt, author and cofounder of Emergent Village, emphasizes that, “the Hebrew story of
an integrated God bringing healing and wholeness to all of creation has Jesus right in the
center of it—the whole Bible is the Jesus story.”21 If, then, Christ rests at the beginning of
‘Christian’ identity and is the head of the church, it makes sense that in order to see and
follow Jesus, metaphorically speaking, one must reflect back for the capacity to step
forward in the world today and join Jesus where he is already at work. In other words,
one must discover, claim, and live one’s true identity in Christ. This identity rests deep
within the human heart, as humans were originally created in the imago Dei. However,
now in a broken state, humanity instead reflects the imago consumere, a new proposition
I am introducing and intend to argue in the next chapter. Therefore, in order to peel back
the many layers uncovered through the question, “Who am I?” one must take into
account how an American consumer iCulture forges a multitude of influential ‘voices,’
which reinforce the imago consumere, and the many ‘dialogic’ layers of one’s emerging
persona. This persona strives to conceal an inner anxiety. Bonheoffer’s poem (as an
example) gives voice to this anxiety, represented as an inner fight between flesh and
spirit, and Adam and Christ, going on deep within the heart of each human.22 This
‘tension’ is something one often works hard to avoid.

Faith: ‘In’ but not ‘Of’ the World
The struggle between one’s faith and fear makes known the cost of following
Jesus in the world. In many parts of America, Christians are often taught to avoid
21

Doug Pagitt, A Christianity Worth Believing: Hope-filled, Open-armed, Alive-and-well Faith,
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008), 175-176.
22

Bonheoffer, 19.

9
activities that tempt one’s flesh. Yet, the teaching of avoidance brings about the construct
of what Kimball refers to as the “Christian bubble,”23 in which one tries to keep
himself/herself sanitary and set apart from the rest of the world in a safe place. From this
location, everyone else is often referred to as “those people.” Kimball also explains how
he noticed that most everyone in the church only associated with his/her Christian friends
and that most were complacent about those outside the church.24 This “bubble” strategy,
however, goes against Jesus’ teaching. When Jesus started his ministry the first thing he
did after being baptized was intentionally to enter the wilderness. A “wilderness” of
‘inner conflict’ can often bring about tension that a person might habitually try to avoid.
Fear drives such avoidance. However, in Matthew 4 and Luke 4 we read that Jesus, out of
obedience, was led by the Holy Spirit into the wilderness, for the primary purpose of
facing temptation. Jesus was not simply tempted for one day or concerning one thing. He
was tempted for 40 days, concerning a host of emotional factors. Jesus did not walk into
the wilderness to do battle with evil; instead, he found the inner conflict central to
humanity’s brokenness. Jesus came face to face with all that evil used to tempt his flesh,
so that he could unreservedly trust his Heavenly Father in the midst of the temptation.
Jesus was in essence reflecting back to the center of his identity before moving forward.
In Matthew 14, we read about Peter asking Jesus to command him to walk to
Jesus on the water. Peter stepped out of the boat, walked on the water, and in the middle
of a miracle, he second-guessed what was taking place when he saw the waves crashing
around him. When Peter started to sink, Jesus reached out immediately and said, “You

23

Kimball, 40-42.

24

Ibid., 41.
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have so little faith. Why did you doubt me?”25 In Mark 4 and Luke 8, we read about Jesus
sleeping in the middle of a storm that threatened the lives of everyone on the boat. When
the disciples woke Jesus, his response to their fear and shouting was, “Where is your
faith?”26 Jesus provided a living example of faith and reminded his followers to remain
focused on their Heavenly Father. Supporting this belief, Hebrews 12 reminds Christians
that, “We do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, the champion who initiates and perfects
our faith.”27 One’s faith not only begins in Jesus but it also ends in Jesus, which means
that humanity needs more of Jesus. Sweet’s argument that the church (corporate) is
suffering from JDD is reflected here in one’s (personal) continual need of Jesus.
Therefore, it would be prudent for the Christian to revisit, on a regular basis, Jesus’
invitation to follow him. Nevertheless, somehow humanity remains confused and
distracted.
While some ‘Christians’ find one another in a self-imposed or teachingencouraged “bubble,” they are still in the world—exiled in a foreign land that tempts,
shapes, forms, and tugs on a whim. The voices encountered in this “foreign land” have an
effect on the emerging selfhood of every individual. This is set about after birth, when
parents/guardians, family, and friends, begin teaching a child how to ‘perform’—how to
talk, walk, act, eat, sleep, dress, and even interact with others. Every aspect of one’s life
is based on the influence of other people, circumstances, activities, and interpretation—
again, ‘voices’ of culture. Therefore, everything one experiences ‘in’ this world is seen
and read through one’s own lens—the way one sees things, does things, understand
25
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things, interprets things, etc. Such formation happens voluntarily and involuntarily. These
‘voices’ shape morals and values, adding to the cultural constructs that define one’s
identity. Here again we must ask, “Where is Jesus?”
In Jesus’ everyday life on earth, he clearly lived out the notion that he was in this
world but not of this world. He did not teach the disciples to avoid encounters that
tempted or frightened them. Quite the opposite, Jesus led his disciples directly into
opportunities where each was taught and given the opportunity to trust God more than
they trusted other ‘voices,’ including their own. Jesus even teaches his disciples about
dealing with temptation in the way one should pray, saying, “And lead us not into
temptation.”28 However, the rendering of this verse in various English translations could
easily be mistaken to mean that one should pray that God does not lead one directly into
temptation, thus causing one to ‘avoid’ suspicious and conflicting circumstances.
Nonetheless, basic exegesis offers clarity among ambiguity, e.g., “And don’t let us yield
to temptation,”29 as represented in the New Living Translation. The words “lead” and
“yield” come from εἰσφέρω, which means, “to cause someone to enter into a certain
event or condition, bring in.”30 Beginning with the time of Tertullian and Origen, this
difficult phrase in the Lord’s Prayer has raised great debate on ‘if’ and ‘how’ God
‘tempts,’ where by exegetical work has been restricted by theological unease.31 Michael
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Knowles argues that in either case, “disciples are to pray for deliverance from all that
would challenge or undermine their already meagre obedience.”32 It is clear that Jesus is
teaching about one’s posture before God within the difficulties of the world—one’s
spiritual ‘orientation.’ One must ask for God’s help, not to avoid the unavoidable
difficulties of the world, but instead for help so as not to succumb to the temptation that
surrounds such difficulties. Jesus was aware that the human flesh was weak, and had
(has) a predisposition that would ultimately cause one to sin. Therefore, one must first
reflect back and orientate oneself toward God for God’s strength in the midst of the
temptation.
Jesus intentionally led the disciples into circumstances where they were
challenged to first trust God. Jesus prayed for his disciples in these circumstances, as
exemplified in John 17, which is a basis for the notion of being in but not of the world.
Such examples included: opportunities of healing and feeding others, helping
marginalized people be embraced, casting out demons, fellowshipping with sinners, and
other works of building up the kingdom. Jesus knew who he was, and he was teaching the
disciples the importance of knowing one’s identity as well—one’s identity in Christ.
Therefore, one’s change from the inside-out begins with Jesus’ rabbinic invitation to a
new life—a new way of living. Jesus says simply, “follow me.” For those who faced such
an invitation, following Jesus meant unpacking, unlearning, relearning, and recreating
many things that had formed one’s Jewish or Gentile heritage and seeing things from a
whole new perspective. One’s response is personal when one’s focus and attention
reflects back for the capacity to step forward. Yet, in our American iCulture, Jesus has
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been positioned more as a brand than acknowledged as the origin and center of one’s
‘Christian’ identity. One might be more prone to wear him like a shirt when the style fits
the occasion instead of allowing that image of Christ to be reflected from within. The true
image of Jesus represents a dangerous proposition—one of change. Consequently, few
Christians know who they really are, or in what or in whom they really believe.

America and Great Liars
One of the reasons that identity is so complex is that it inevitably springs from the
personal narratives that people create. Seth Godin, author of All Marketers Are Liars,
argues that great marketers are great storytellers. He writes, “Marketers lie to consumers
because consumers demand it. Marketers tell stories, and consumers believe them.”33
Who does not want to be a part of a success story? Most American’s want to engage a
fresh narrative, especially if it hints at promises related to the American Dream. After all,
“[Humans] are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among
these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”34 This pursuit is the footing of
consumerism and a consumer society. A consumer society can be best described as,
one in which the possession and use of an increasing number and variety of
goods and services is the principal aspiration and the surest perceived route to an
individual’s happiness, social status, and personal success. It is a cultural
phenomenon that somehow animates vast numbers of people.35
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Therefore, Americans embrace the idea of escape in ordinary moments so as to ponder
what a new moment might look like if things were different—having the perfect career;
achieving financial security; buying the things that give one status; hanging around the
people one desires to be like. Of course, Americans want to engage a new story. Humans
are rarely satisfied with the current narrative, and as consumers, humans desire more.36
Hauerwas’ argument again rings true here, that America is an example of modernity’s
attempt to construct a people who believe they have no story except the story one
chooses—a story that is often pitched and sold like a product. People respond when
incentives are involved, perceived, or otherwise, especially when a great story is
involved. Those who can figure out which incentives work with which group of people
can do a pretty good job of predicting how that group will behave.37 Both directly and
indirectly, in response to a great pitch most Americans are ready to ‘buy-in’ completely
to a new living story. The line between culture and marketing has all but disappeared in
America.38
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This builds on the concept of human desire as the tension one struggles with in life. Aquinas
articulated the connection through his argument for “original sin.” There is no doubt that personal desire
plays a defining role in one’s life. Rene Girard calls human desire “triangular” and “mimetic.” Triangular
in that “the transaction is three-cornered: the source (model) which stimulates the desire, the respondent
(disciple) in whom the desire is implanted, and the thing (object) then desired… Mimetic desire is this:
Human beings want what they see that other human beings have.” (Tony Jones, A Better Atonement:
Beyond the Depraved Doctrine of Original Sin, (Minneapolis: The JoPa Group, 2012), Ebook, location
513-529). Humans are often convinced that having more would make life better and easier. However,
having more can increase rather than decrease stress, complicating life in the process. Jesus’ teaching and
living example expresses that less is more. There is a beautiful paradox in the notion that the way up is
down.
37

Stephen J. Dubner, and Steven D. Levitt, Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the
Hidden Side of Everything, (New York: Harper Perennial, 2009), 16.
38

For more about this topic, see: John Seabrook, Nobrow: The Culture of Marketing + The
Marketing of Culture, (New York: Vintage Books, 2000).

15
Are Christians ‘buying-in’ to Jesus, within such a cultural construct, or are they
instead simply purchasing a sanitized bubble in which they can be both in the church and
in the world (two separate personas), without ever really acknowledging who or what
they are of? Based on discipleship challenges within the church, the majority of
professionals associated with ministry today might answer, “Both!” to this question.
However, there is a second and equally important consideration to ask related to the
formation of Christian identity: Are spiritually immature American ‘Christians’ so
confused and distracted by a superabundance of ‘voices’ that it becomes more and more
challenging to know which way to turn or how to answer the questions, “Who am I?”
and “What do I believe?” These two subset questions are wrapped up in the ‘dialogic’
nature of life. It is this life that Jesus desires—one in which there are more questions than
answers, in which few solutions are based solely on human faculties, and in which
brokenness is readily acknowledged. Jesus is not after one’s ability to avoid temptation
while sacrificing one’s primary purpose of worshiping God.39 To be sanctified is not to be
sequestered or sanitized for one’s own plan. Instead, it means to be set apart and made
holy by God and for God’s plan—transformed from the inside out.

Wayne’s World
The mantra of Wayne40 became, “I do believe, but help me overcome my
unbelief.”41 Such a position came about as he began to take steps on his spiritual journey
39
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and peel back the layers of his own ‘dialogically’ formed identity. In doing so, Wayne
began to see things from a whole new perspective—wrestling with what he understood,
assumed, ignored, and actually believed. Not only did he begin to recognize the manner
in which cultural stimuli had shaped his ‘lens,’ but he also began to see the importance of
unpacking who he thought he was and what he thought he believed. Wayne grew up in an
Air Force family and was born in Wiesbaden, Germany before living in Sacramento, CA;
Cape Cod, MA; Kansas City, MO; and Morgantown, WV. His formative adolescent years
were spent in Goldsboro, NC, where encounters with his larger family on both his
father’s and mother’s side became a regular activity. Wayne’s paternal grandmother was
a person he described as “a woman on a mission to witness her faith in Jesus Christ to
everyone she met.”
During extended summer visits in Mount Morris, PA, his paternal grandmother
made sure that at every opportunity Wayne and his sister were in church at the local
Assemblies of God. He recalled that Wednesday night worship in this Pentecostal setting
was “a bit scary” for a young boy who did not understand what he described as “a lot of
shouting and crying.” He recalled one experience in a Sunday school class in which the
teacher told the group of young boys that they were all going to hell. Such an
announcement helped Wayne conclude that this was one place he did not want to go.
Away from the church, he recalls that the atmosphere at his paternal grandmother’s home
included regular prayer before meals, Ernest Angley or Hal Lindsey regularly on
television, and a large New Living Bible as the center piece of the living room, which he
quotes indicated by “Wayne” come from a documented series of interviews consisting of questions and
responses, which I conducted between April 2011 and July 2011.
41
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often thumbed through to look at the pictures. Wayne recalled listening to the TV
preacher one evening when he followed the instructions given to ask Jesus into his heart.
He never told anyone he did this, nor did he have a discussion that helped him understand
exactly what he had done.
Wayne’s maternal grandmother was a Jehovah’s Witness, making his experience
in this setting, quite a contrast from his paternal grandmother. He found in his maternal
grandmother’s home many symbols that were very different than in his paternal
grandmother’s setting. Watch Tower and Awake magazines provided Wayne’s only
source to explore this different expression of faith. He recalled a Jehovah’s Witnesses
Convention at a ballpark in Maryland where his mother and maternal grandmother took
him, and where the speaker’s talk focused primarily on “the end of the world.” He
explained that such vivid and repetitive teaching was unnerving, confusing, and boring
during this season of his life. Because of the differing views of faith between his parents’
family heritage, Wayne expressed that there was always tension in his home when it
came to faith. Because of such tension, his parents were never able to resolve the issue of
faith and consequently avoided any exploration related to religion. Accordingly, going to
church, discussing issues of faith, and unpacking the beliefs of his childhood was not a
priorities for his parents.
When Wayne went to college more immediate and palpable exploration captured
his attention. The focus became relationships, new activities, and enlisting in
opportunities for a successful future. This was the time during which Wayne vividly
recognized that personal desire and a consumer-driven landscape began to shape his
priorities and decisions. He described this time of his life as “live for yourself, and do the
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things that make you happy.” His interpretation of the “American Dream” was that he
should “go to college, own property, drive a nice car, have the latest gadgets, wear nice
clothes, work at a big important job, go on vacations, go to church, and respect the
community.” After college, Wayne and his new wife moved to Kinston, NC where they
began thinking about if and how church might fit into their lives. Because of his own
heritage, Wayne and his wife first began attending a Kingdom Hall, which excited his
maternal grandmother. However, his time alongside the Jehovah’s Witnesses during this
season of his life left him dissatisfied with the answers to his many questions posed about
faith. The interpretation and teaching within this environment was not making sense in
relationship to Wayne’s own exposure to (and understanding of) scripture, however
limited. The final straw was when he was told that he and his wife should not plan to
have children because the end of the world was coming.
When Wayne and his wife moved to Raleigh, NC, they decided to explore The
United Methodist Church. The pastor of the church spoke of the grace of God in such a
way that Wayne began to understand God’s call upon his life. He and his wife began to
explore their faith in deeper ways through involved bible study and going on a Walk to
Emmaus discipleship retreat. This stage on the journey seemed to be a high point for both
him and his wife. At the same time, Wayne acknowledged his belief that the “American
Dream” says he could be anything he wanted as long as he worked hard enough. As he
and his wife began to have children, his priorities turned him toward making an
investment in a career that could provide for his family. Church and faith made up only a
small part of who he was becoming. Wayne’s faith had become superficial at best, and it
was not a priority. Rather, it represented a transaction based on perceived expectations,
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cultural norms, and a consumer-driven landscape. Such a position began to cause him to
ask the most fundamental questions related to one’s personal identity. Wayne found
himself caught in between the tension of what he thought he believed and the doubt that
often invaded his heart. Such a dilemma ultimately led him to wrestle with the questions:
“Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” Wayne closed his personal reflection with the
following remarks:
Until recently, I thought the church’s role was to get people to buy the fire
insurance: admit, believe, and confess. That seems so narrow now and not really
what Jesus said or how he lived at all. It is amazing what you learn when you
actually read the Bible and you begin to take a good hard look at the lens through
which you have been looking. Down deep, I knew something was wrong, but I
could not put my finger on it or name it until I truly started wrestling with my
own identity and theology.42

Wayne’s world provides a real glimpse of how the many layers of cultural
‘voices’ shape how one lives out his/her interpretation of life, particularly related to one’s
understanding of what it means to be ‘Christian.’ Such voices have deep consequences on
one’s choices and actions, which in turn have an additional affect on other people one
might encounter in both active and passive ways. I am clearly referring to ‘worldview’
when I talk about how one sees through the many layers of cultural ‘voices.’ What one
knows is shaped by cultural beliefs. Paul Hiebert offers a vital reminder that
transformation toward the image of Christ must involve change in beliefs, behavior, and
worldview, and that,
people come as they are, with their histories and cultures. We cannot expect an
instant transformation of their behavior, beliefs, and worldviews. It is important,
therefore, to disciple them into Christian maturity. This includes a transformation
not only in the way people think and behave but also in their worldviews.43
42

43

Quote from my interview notes with “Wayne,” conducted between April 2011 and July 2011.

Paul G. Hiebert, Transforming Worldviews: An Anthropological Understanding of How People
Change, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 12.

20

Hiebert goes on to reinforce that the Christian faith is not only personal but also
corporate, and that the church, within its cultural context and setting, has to define what it
means to be ‘Christian.’44 For Wayne, the ‘voices’ of his childhood shaped his
interpretation and actions as a young adult, allowing open-ended questions the room to
become inner ‘voices,’ which speak into the future of his adulthood. His ‘worldview’
defined the way he perceived what the ‘church’ was supposed to look like within the
world. Through his encounter of a more engaging discipleship process, Wayne was able
to start peeling back the many layers that represented who he thought he was and what he
thought he believed as he claimed the identity of ‘Christian.’

The Dialogic Layers of Identity Formation
Identity is multi-layered. There are many layers that make up the ‘Christian’
identity of an individual. Within an iCulture/“Me” world, the inward focus of personal
desire causes a compartmentalization of life in manageable ways, especially related to the
priority of the question, “What do I believe?” There are many different hats one wears
within society—friend, co-worker, teammate, student, teacher, parent, son/daughter,
sibling, leader, follower, and so on. Each of these compartmentalizing roles in life has a
‘dialogic’ influence on one’s public and private persona—one’s emerging identity—
especially corresponding to Christianity. In order to communicate effectively about the
‘dialogic’ nature of identity formation, it will be helpful to introduce a means of mapping
and thinking about such formation. To do this, I have classified categories of what I have
already referred to as the ‘dialogic’ layers associated with ‘Christian’ identity formation.
44
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These layers provide a framework and language through which a more meaningful
exploration might come into view. I have divided these ‘dialogic’ layers into four
categories: Creational, Foundational, Influential, and Applicational (see fig. 3.1 and fig.
6.1). The ‘voices’ of culture can be found in each.
The ‘dialogic’ Creational layer consists of the unfolding creation that surrounds
humanity, particularly life itself. This layer pinpoints one’s own creation and birth year
in the world, and it marks the beginning of the question, “Who am I?” before life leads a
person toward the second question of, “What do I believe?” Furthermore, within the
Creational layer one can also acknowledge the choices/circumstances that are out of
one’s control, and known prior to one’s birth, particularly connected to one’s
socioeconomic status, family and religious heritage, and geographic affinity.
The Foundational layer provides a lens through which one begins to hear those
‘voices’ that have a lasting affect on one’s roots. This layer reveals the formative years
and connects family heritage and friendships with one’s geographical and cultural
inspiration—i.e. how to talk, walk, act, eat, sleep, dress, and even interact with others.
Such interaction in both active (people and personalities) and passive (geographic
location) ways shape one’s early understanding and praxis. This cultural impact has an
anchoring effect on one’s identity, which can consist of tradition, tragedy, and triumph.
The subtle ‘voices’ of the foundational layer begin to shape our morals and values, based
on one’s closest relationships.
The Influential layer helps one define those ‘voices’ in culture that begin to
converge in ways that are more noticeable. These civil ‘voices’ are heard in education,
sports, religion, image marketing/advertising, politics, the media, and one’s vocation, all
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of which feed and reinforce a consumer posture. Outside of the foundational impact of
family and friends, the ‘voices’ contained in the influential layer are far-reaching and
almost inescapable within an American consumer context. Particularly now, as
technology opens up new networks of social interaction, these ‘voices’ create significant
noise, making it more challenging to filter ‘truth.’ Therefore, this layer challenges one to
discovery during the emerging years of one’s ‘Christian’ identity.
Finally, the Applicational layer provides a platform to understand how all the
‘voices’ of culture cause one to behave—how one might reflect back in order to move
forward. This layer reveals one’s own expression of ‘Christian’ ethics as a backdrop
while opening a doorway into one’s reflective years that begins to demonstrate how one
answers the questions, “Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” by way of one’s very
actions. This layer of ‘dialogic’ identity formation, while not necessarily constrained by
age, can have the greatest impact on the formation of others, both positively and
negatively.
All of these layers work in conjunction with one another, and each one contributes
in collateral ways to the formation of those persons before, during, and after one’s
existence in time. For example, a person’s influential layer (emerging years) will also
have a collateral affect on the foundational layer (formative years) of a family member,
friend, or acquaintance. Furthermore, one’s applicational layer (reflective years) will
have a collateral affect on the creational (birth year), foundational (formative years), and
influential (emerging years) layers of other people who that person’s life intersects.
Additionally, each layer creates a ‘voice’ that is continuing to emerge—a voice that is not
yet complete and continues into the future. By using these categories to express the use of
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‘dialogic’ layers (see bottom of fig. 3.1 and fig. 6.1) as a description, I will more
effectively be able to relate the significance of the ‘dialogic’ formation of one’s
‘Christian’ identity, and how the different years of one’s life are shaped in relationship to
current and emerging ‘voices’ within culture.

Overview of the Project
The utilization of Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism furnishes a lens through which to
examine ‘Christian’ identity in relationship to biblical theology and the cultural
constructs evident in an American consumer iCulture. Such an exploration is considered
urgent by many in regards to Generation X, Y, and the iGeneration, collectively referred
to as “emerging generations.” Therefore, while discussing the various ‘dialogic’ layers
indicated, I will remain primarily focused on examining the influential layer, or the
emerging years of one’s life. It is in this layer one finds the influential ‘voices’ of
education, sports, religion, image marketing/advertising, politics, the media, and
vocation, which impact one’s priorities and reinforce a consumer posture. Within these
‘voices’, I will predominantly address those most closely associated to image
marketing/advertising and the cultural construct of the iCulture.
Chapter 2 will present an overview of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism
relating to literary criticism and the ‘dialogical’ characteristics of life. I will then bring
Bakhtin into contact with the biblical text for a reading of Genesis 3, which argues that
this text imparts an unfolding consumer culture where multiple ‘voices’ shaped the imago
consumere of humanity. In the beginning, humans and God existed in communion,
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consisting of ‘monologic’ formation (a oneness with God) based on humans hearing and
responding to the ‘monologic’ voice of God.
Chapter 3 will offer an argument for my proposition of dialogic convergence,
through which the ‘voices’ of philosophy, consumerism, and theology intertwine to
fortify the imago consumere. This chapter establishes an infrastructure for the continued
influence of cultural ‘voices’ related to ‘dialogic truth,’ decision made based on sensory
preferences, and the ‘polyphonic stimuli’ of life and learning. Dialogic convergence
illustrates a shift from ‘monologic’ identity formation based on the ‘monologic’ voice of
God, to ‘dialogic’ voices of the world provoking ‘dialogic’ formation.
Chapter 4 will present the business of American Christianity, examining the
bedrock for the church’s current metric—the Church Growth Movement. This chapter
will also explore Christianity related to creativity, the branding of Jesus, implications of
church marketing on Christianity, and the emerging ethics of the next Christians.
Chapter 5 will reveal the impact marketing and the American Dream has on
Christian identity. This chapter will examine the ‘dialogic’ consequences of advertising
to children, the influence of Walt Disney and companies like Apple and Google, the
cultural construct of American iCulture, along with the phenomenon of image marketing
as a branding strategy for individuals.
Chapter 6 will conclude by examining what it might look like to follow Jesus in
American consumer iCulture, as related to the Jewish roots of Jesus’ rabbinic invitation.
This will include a review of practice of discipleship pioneered around the pattern of
discover, claim, and live, which are three identity altering activities that are illuminated in
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Jesus’ self-identity, as expressed in his words, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”45
These activities provide a practical approach toward Jesus’ self-identity, in order to teach
and reinforce a ‘monologic’ response to Jesus’ rabbinic invitation of “follow me.” This
movement shifts the ‘dialogic’ voices and ‘dialogic’ formation in the world to ‘dialogic’
formation under the guidance of the ‘monologic’ voice of Christ.
I propose that if the academy and the church more clearly understood the
mystifying process of dialogic convergence, which I have constructed on Bakhtin’s
theory of dialogism, a more intentional discipleship pattern (an old way) could subvert
humanity’s ‘dialogically’ layered imago consumere. The idea of dialogic convergence
argues that selfhood (“Who am I?”) and theology (“What do I believe?”) are both shaped
through a ‘dialogic’ thickness of ‘polyphony stimuli’ within culture, which is deeply
rooted within the composition of American consumer iCulture. Subverting the imago
consumere would lead toward a monologic-‘voiced’ lineage of Christian identity that
reflects the original imago Dei—the image of Christ and the center of one’s true
‘Christian’ identity.
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CHAPTER 2
IN THE BEGINNING OF THE CONSUMER:
A BAKHTINIAN READING OF GENESIS 3
In American consumer iCulture, one might try to separate oneself from the crowd
by virtue of individualism, which deeply contrasts humanity’s longing for relationships,
connectivity, and happiness. There is an unquenchable desire within humans that is rarely
satisfied, at least not in one’s own time and space. Such a desire—or ‘tension’—is further
pressed, manipulated, and shaped by the many image marketing and advertising voices in
our American iCulture today, causing one to pause, assess, and even second-guess
available choices. Under the influence of such voices, aesthetics give way to lust,
nourishment to good taste, and wisdom is traded for power. Gain then becomes the
multilayered sum of desire. Where does such desire or tension originate?1 The best
location to discover answers to such deep questions is in the beginning—looking back to
move forward. All of humanity has been birthed, both physically and metaphorically.
In this chapter, I will focus on Genesis 3 in order to argue that this narrative
provides a description of, while also birthing the framework for, a consumer posture.
Through a Bakhtinian reading of this story, I will present Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of
‘dialogism’ as a lens through which to see an unfolding consumer culture, as well as the
many voices that shape one’s identity and story in such a culture. In consideration of the
1
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then, original sin is desire. Original sin is therefore said to be desire rather than ignorance, although
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(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1954), 123). This chapter is not an argument about “original
sin” or the lack of “original justice,” nor is it an exegetical study. Instead, it is a reading that illuminates the
multiple voices inside and outside the text, which show the ‘dialogic’ nature of identity formation that
births a consumer posture. This consumer posture struggles with human desire; therefore, I will often
interchange tension and desire throughout this project, referring to this struggle.
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work of Bakhtin, I will be simultaneously engaging his literary and philosophical ideas in
relationship to biblical theology and the formation of Christian identity in an American
cultural context. However, before I continue with a reading that points to the
“beginnings,” to which I have indicated, it is important to provide a brief survey of
Bakhtin and the concepts that make up his theory of dialogism. Such a survey presents
only a sketch of Bakhtin’s contribution to literary scholarship and philosophy, thus barely
scratching the surface of his major arguments.2

Mikhail Bakhtin: Engaging Dialogue
Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin was born on November 16, 1895, and has been
referred to as a philosopher, literary theorist, and semiotician; yet, to categorize Bakhtin
is about as difficult as ignoring the importance of his work altogether. Nonetheless, most
scholars recognize that he identified himself most closely to philosophical anthropology.
Katrina Clark and Michael Holquist, who co-authored the first extensive study on
Bakhtin’s life and work, argue that at the center of his labor rests the existence of a
“ceaseless activity,” categorized as an “enormous energy” that is continually producing
the forces that propel the activity forward.3 Essentially, Bakhtin’s work represents a
distinctive “philosophy of language” that is not only applied in linguistics and literary
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genres but most significantly to the continually unfolding concerns of one’s life.4 In this
way, Clark and Holquist see Bakhtin’s distinct invention as an “Existentialist philology.”
Essentially, Bakhtin’s work was to build upon and expand that of Immanuel Kant.
Bakhtin’s neo-Kantianism influence came about during his education at the University of
Marburg. Holquist writes that, “Kant’s breakthrough was to insist on the necessary
interaction—the dialogue as Bakhtin would come to interpret it—between mind and the
world.”5 Bakhtin’s continual reach to define humanity’s relationship to one another, a
higher power, and the world in which one exists—intellectually, philosophically, and
even theologically—was influenced by his own personal struggles during his life.
Chronic illness, accompanied by the oppression, imprisonment, and challenges in
Russia—particularly under the leadership of Stalin—inadvertently furnished Bakhtin a
unique, albeit arduous, vantage of life.
Though during his life Bakhtin was considered a religious man, I am not
intending to position him as “Christian” to bolster the central argument of this project.
Even as Clark and Holquist documented his religious heritage, the authors acknowledged
that it was very difficult to pin down Bakhtin’s full relationship to religion and the
Orthodox Church.6 Nevertheless, Christianity is a compelling characteristic to note, as
one considers the notions that have captured Bakhtin’s attention. Ruth Coates has
published valuable research on this topic and contends that Bakhtin’s silence on religious
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matters indicates “that the fear of repression was influencing him even in the 1920s.”7 In
an interview in 1970, related to his books Marxism and the Philosophy of Language and
Problems of Dostoevsky’s Creative Work (also titled, Problems with Dostoevsky’s
Poetics), Bakhtin spoke of how he had to be careful in his writing, connected to Fyodor
Dostoevsky’s questions that surrounded the existence of God, and also in what Bakhtin
himself wrote and said about the church.8 Overall, Bakhtin’s writings went largely
unappreciated until later in his life and especially after his death in 1975. It was not until
1968 that he was elevated in the United States to the status of a major thinker in literary
theory.9

Dialogism: The Heart of Bakhtin’s Contribution
In his earliest writings, Bakhtin began to wrestle with challenging questions about
tenets ranging from God and politics to social justice and personal freedom. In one of his
earliest manuscripts, Toward a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin begins to provide the
starting point of what later emerges as his theories for heteroglossia, polyphony,
unfinalizability, carnival, and particularly dialogism. In this work, he specifically
concerns himself with ‘participatory thinking’ and its relationship to the idea of
‘performance’ as chosen acts of living. Bakhtin writes,
Every thought of mine, along with its content, is an act or deed that I perform—
my own individually answerable act or deed. It is one of all those acts which
make up my whole once-occurrent life as an uninterrupted performing of acts.
7

Ruth Coates, Christianity in Bakhtin: God and the Exiled Author, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), electronic book, location 156.
8

9

Ibid., location 164.

Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist eds., “Introduction,” M.M. Bakhtin, Speech Genres &
Other Late Essays (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007), x.

30
For my entire life as a whole can be considered as a single complex act or deed I
perform: I act, i.e., perform acts, with my whole life, and every particular act and
lived-experience is a constituent moment of my life—of the continuous
performing of acts.10

Bakhtin begins to question the relationship of content and context, particularly
within the realm of ethics and life as an ever-emerging occurrence, reverberating and
gaining credence. Clark and Holquist recognize this as Bakhtin’s “ceaseless activity” and
“enormous energy”—what he collectively called an utterance. Clark and Holquist write,
“An utterance, spoken or written, is always expressed from a point of view, which for
Bakhtin is a process rather than a location.”11 The utterance, as an expression of life,
becomes a premise for Bakhtin’s dialogic argument, and represents a collected and
layered expression that sustains meaning from a single vantage. Energizing his
investigation, the writings of Dostoevsky provided Bakhtin a foundational model from
which to develop his theory of dialogism. In his book Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics,
Bakhtin introduces the crucial concept of the ‘event,’ which he describes as a chief
characteristic of Dostoevsky’s work, explaining it as an open framework for, “a plurality
of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses, a genuine polyphony of fully
valid voices”12 In this work Bakhtin found a new multi-voiced world where more was
possible than simple passive interaction of author, characters, and readers—a
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polyphonic13 environment that he believed Dostoevsky championed in his work. Each
voice within the work makes up a “plurality of consciousness, with equal rights and each
with its own world.”14 It is in this model in Dostoevsky’s writing that Bakhtin identifies a
dialogue, which involves multiple perspectives the author applies to characters, plot
shifts, and interaction with the reader on an entirely new level. Central to the idea of
dialogism for Bakhtin is the lack of closure—the unfinalized ‘voices’ and open-ended
nature within the story, which leaves the reader to ponder meaning and motive. Carol
Newsom explains, “In a polyphonic text the dialogic play of ideas is not merely a
function of plot and character but is the motive of the entire work.”15 In such a work, the
loose ends are not wrapped up so readily, creating a deeply stimulating engagement with
the text. For Bakhtin, this level of engagement reveals many layers that one has to both
consider and encounter in order to discover what is happening.
In her essay, “Biblical Theology as Dialogue: Continuing the Conversation on
Mikhail Bakhtin and Biblical Theology,” Juliana Claassens identifies a number of key
points related to Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism. First, words and utterances come alive
only when they come into contact with other texts.16 Thus the intersection of text and
context is essential, illuminating the importance of context— Bakhtin’s concept of
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heteroglossia.17 Second, resting at the center of such a creation for Bakhtin is the author
as designer. Claassens illuminates the importance for the reader to ask: who is the
designer of the dialogue? For Bakhtin, it is more than the author alone. Bakhtin argues
that when the reader engages the text his/her interaction with the text is unique to his/her
life experience and current understanding of life. He describes this multilayer authoring
by explaining,
In the completely real-life time-space where the work resonates, where we find
the inscription or the book, we find as well a real person—one who originates
spoken speech as well as the inscription and the book—and real people who are
hearing and reading the text.18

Barbara Green expresses Bakhtin’s notion of the designer by saying that, “active,
answerable readers, construing from their own positions, will shape the true potential of a
deep text, breathing it into something genuinely new.”19 There is a multi-layering of
multi-voices, which creates a fresh literary rendezvous within the text.
Third, supporting such an idea is what Bakhtin calls great time, or “infinite and
unfinalized dialogue in which no meaning dies.”20 Voices uttered in the past, and those
spoken in the present, share a common bond when they meet one another, birthing a
renewal of contextual meaning, which lives on into the future. This intersection does not
happen randomly in space. Instead, unmerged and unfinalized ‘voices’ intersect within
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the individual—a space where new meaning and significance is birthed. Bakhtin says that
nothing is absolutely dead and every meaning has its homecoming.21 Underscoring this
concept, Claassens next highlights a central component to Bakhtin’s view of great time in
what is referred to as re-accentuation. This concept emphasizes that dialogue begins
open-ended, with one’s identity (transmitter), interacting with various voices and
utterances from the vantage of the individual (receptor or observer), and bringing forth a
different or new emphasis and meaning. This idea of re-accentuation for Bakhtin is
supported by his notion of outsider. As Claassens highlights, Bakhtin expresses the
essential need for one to stand in another’s shoes. He writes, “In order to better
understand a foreign culture, one must enter into it, forgetting one’s own, and view the
world through the eyes of this foreign culture.”22 New perspective is woven into the
fabric of meaning, consequently supporting an emerging emphasis—or re-accentuation.
The final key point Claassens calls attention to is the unfinalizable character, which
speaks to the open-ended nature of dialogue, in which the interaction of new voices
continues into the future. Bakhtin argues that there has been nothing conclusive yet
spoken in this world and that no final word about (or of) the world has yet to be uttered,
therefore, everything in the future will always be in the future, unfinalized.23
Bakhtin’s work continues to influence literary criticism, but more importantly for
our concern, his theory of dialogism remains especially helpful to a theological
understanding of the human condition. In “Toward a Reworking of the Dostoevsky
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Book” (Appendix II of Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetry), Bakhtin’s development of
dialogism leaps off the page of the novel to life application. He writes,
Life by its very nature is dialogic. To live means to participate in dialogue: to ask
questions, to heed, to respond, to agree, and so forth. In this dialogue a person
participates wholly and throughout his whole life: with his eyes, lips, hands, soul,
spirit, with his whole body and deeds. He invests his entire self in discourse, and
this discourse enters into the dialogic fabric of human life, into the world
symposium.24

One’s life represents the formation of an image and identity, shaped by many ‘voices’
both inside and outside—replaying and retelling one’s story, both internally and
externally. Green expands on Bakhtin’s notion that life is dialogical by explaining that
humanity runs conversations with “the others” in their head, where responses—theirs to
ours and ours to them—shape one’s plans and actions, or how one lives out his or her
story.25 The tension we struggle with is the product of many influential voices, including,
and especially, one’s own. This is where identity is birthed, formed, reformed and
endures unfinalized into the future. Consequently, as sure as one’s story has an openended future, so too it has a beginning. It is to this beginning I now wish to press, through
a Bakhtinian reading of Genesis 3.

Imago Consumere: Original story; Different perspective
“ בראשית ברה אלהיםIn the beginning God created...”26 From a Christian
perspective, or moreover an American Christian perspective, we appropriate these words
in the English as a Christian beginning but not in the fullness of humanity’s
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understanding that the ‘Christian’ story includes a Jewish heritage. By this, I mean that
American ‘Christians’ do not consciously recognize this God—the God of creation—as
the same God of Israel. Yes, Christians know that the God of creation is the God of the
Jews; however, there is an associated disconnect, resulting from biblical illiteracy.
Therefore, many Christians do not know the God of Yahwistic27 authority because such a
position means to think of this God as being distinctly intertwined in Judaism, which is
also to say, indirectly, that this perspective of ‘Christianity’ might also be seen as an
American manufactured product—or a cultural construct.28 I place such a claim squarely
on the application of Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism. If one is an American ‘Christian,’
one cannot escape the reality that primarily one reads everything through an
American/Christian lens, especially the Hebrew Bible. I also position such a claim in
order to challenge readers to step away from their American lens, so as not to appropriate
one’s examination of the biblical text in Genesis for a direct ‘Christian’ application.
Instead, I challenge readers to peer through the lens of humanity and find common
placement within a foreign culture, on the ground, in the Garden. It is here, among the
beauty and bounty of the Garden, one learns that originally humanity was created in the
imago Dei29—enjoying oneness with God.
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An Original Image, Tarnished
In the beginning, humans and God existed in a unique communal relationship,
which expressed ‘monologic’ formation based on humans hearing and responding to the
‘monologic’ voice of God. This genesis exemplifies humanity being created in the image
of God—to be like God—which sounds like an appealing origin, particularly from one’s
current location (as reader), and the broken state of humanness (as a living participant).
Such a desire,30 in such a state, speaks irrefutably of an easily manipulated inner conflict
within humanity. In the Garden, it is this desire that the shrewdest of all the wild animals
not only seems to press, but is also keenly aware. What is it the serpent knows about
humans of which humanity is seemingly ignorant? What does the author want the reader
to see? The use of Bakhtin in reading such a narrative provides a different perspective
from which to examine this interaction.
First, one must examine what is known from the text and its greater context—the
analepsis in the narrative. Genesis not only offers the beginning, but in fact, it presents
two separate creation stories, followed by the fall of humanity.31 In the first story of
creation, one can see that humans are created imago Dei, and in the second creation
account, one can see the woman being formed from the rib of the man. Finally, in the
ensuing dialogue that takes place in the Garden between the woman and the shrewd
serpent, it is strangely apparent that the humans either have forgotten or were completely
unaware of being created in the imago Dei. This is evident since the thought of “being
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like God” is used by the serpent, much like the carrot before the ass. Multiple questions
immediately arise. If the humans were created in the image of God (1:26-27), why would
the woman be tempted (3:5) with the very characteristic she would have already
possessed? Why the tangling of two accounts of creation, particularly related to the origin
of humans? Why is the shrewdest of all the wild animals suddenly introduced in the role
of tempter? Such open-ended and unfinalized questions continue to be asked into the
future. There are many perspectives from which to stand in this story, thus suggesting
different voices.
Walter Brueggemann argues that bringing Bakhtin into contact with the biblical
text helps one see that there are many voices in the text that are arranged in an ongoing
argument, divulging no finality, and certainly expressing no attributes of being
completely monologic.32 The dialogic nature already pressed thus far in this chapter, in
consideration of the greater context of Genesis 3, forces the question: Who is the
designer of the dialogue? Furthermore, as Brueggemann contends that the Bible is not
reduced to a single monologic voice, what juxtaposition does being created in the imago
Dei serve with the tension in the woman, which the shrewd serpent pressed? If one reads
the ‘voices’ in the text to provide evidence of a flaw in humans, who are created in the
imago Dei, then would not such evidence point toward a flaw in God? I dare to ask such
a question, not as an argument for a flaw in the omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent God
(for no such flaw exists!), but instead to illuminate the ‘dialogical’ evidence in the
narrative of a preexisting tension within humanity, before the fall. It is this tension the
serpent pressed—an original image, tarnished.
32
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Multi-voiced: Inside and outside
What I have alluded to is arguably a strange multi-voiced story that carries with it
not only consequences within the text itself (designer and characters), but also for those
outside the text (readers and outsiders). Literary criticism names the ‘voices’ the reader
hears in the different creation stories as P (Priestly source) and J (Yahwist source). The
Priestly source reveals an all-powerful God as the Creator, who bestows upon humans the
authority to rule and reign over the earth and all living things (Gen 1:28). The focus of
the Yahwist source is to explore more closely the relational and communal aspect of
humans and God—a God who is both merciful and the sum of all wisdom. From these
separate ‘voices’ in the dual creation stories, P provides us the first (Gen 1:1-2:3), where
God is the voice of authority, wonder, and order, while J presents the second voice (Gen
2:4-25), and positions God to appear more personally interactive and nurturing.
In consideration of reading this text in its greater context, the voice in P makes
known that humans were created in the imago Dei, while the voice in J reveals the
tension that arguably preexisted in the humans who dwelled in the Garden.33 Newsom
argues that if one takes the voices of P and J in isolation each are monologic; however,
when positioned in a continuous narrative together both become ‘dialogic’ and have an
impact on the other.34 Not only do these voices have an impact on one another inside the
text, but they also create unfinalized questions for the reader that forms and shapes the
reader’s understanding outside the narrative, as living participants in the story’s openended future. For instance, if one reads the story of Genesis 3, examining the dialogue,
33
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which takes place between the woman and the serpent, one does so in the shadow cast by
the former creation story. For this reason, one is left to wrestle with the tension the
serpent pressed (which appears to preexist) and call into question the ignorance of the
woman and man to already being created imago Dei.

The Trading Event
This tension is squeezed tighter with the words,
‘You will not die!’ the serpent replied to the woman. ‘God knows that your eyes
will be opened as soon as you eat it, and you will be like God, knowing both
good and evil.’35

When humanity yields to the temptation, the tension is loosened. The text provides three
key attributes that this story reveals as the tipping point for disobedience to God. Verse 6
describes these three attributes of the tree and its fruit as being beautiful, delicious, and a
source of wisdom. In the loosening of tension, there is a shift, where by it appears that
aesthetics is traded for lust, nourishment for good taste, and wisdom for power. Both the
woman and the man participate in this proverbial trade, and suddenly their eyes were
opened—both became aware of their state of nakedness. However, the use of Bakhtin
with the text, which is overshadowed by the former creation story, suggests that in the
dialogue between the serpent and the woman, the woman was already “aware” before she
was aware. Essentially, because of this dialogue, she becomes aware of the attributes,
which tipped her toward disobedience—thus being ‘aware’ (of the appealing attributes)
before she was aware (state of nakedness). Aquinas might illustrate this “tipping point”
as the difference between original justice and original sin. He writes, “The gift of original
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justice was totally lost through the sin of our first parent.”36 In the framework of
Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, I will call the response of the woman the ‘event’—“a
plurality of unmerged voices and consciousnesses.”37 The voices amid the event are found
in P, J, the designer (which includes the reader and outsider), the serpent, the man, and
the woman. There is no way to isolate and separate these voices outside of the event
without dismissing it completely from humanity’s story.

Responding to the voices
What is it that the designer of the story wants the reader to know of humanity’s
primeval history? Is it to cast a shadow of heritage that reveals ‘true’ identity, or is it to
peer into the future where the story continues to shape one’s image? A response is called
for within the dialogue that holds consequences, choices, exchanges, and even the
unknown. When the first parents became aware of their state, their initial reaction was to
hide, prompting God to continue the living conversation by asking, “Where are you?”38
The man’s answer was to explain that they hid because they were naked. Then God asks
one of the most important questions that could unfold in the narrative. God asks the man,
“Who told you that you were naked?”39 This question resonates within the context of the
text and the primeval history, and yet extends to present day hearing. It can be reframed
today by asking: What voices am I listening to that distract me from hearing and being
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with God? The question God puts before humans points toward the many ‘voices’ that
stand in graphic contrast to the one ‘voice’ of the Creator, in whose image humanity is
formed.
A typical reaction when one is caught in wrongdoing is to push blame away from
self and onto someone or something else. This is a maneuver that is demonstrated by the
first parents where the man blames the woman (and indirectly God) and the woman
blames the serpent. Disobedience results in collateral damage. Sin must be atoned.
Therefore, as the narrative concludes, God curses those who participate in the deadly
transaction (‘event’). The serpent is doomed to crawl on its belly and live in hostile
opposition to humans. Both man and woman have to negotiate the activity of ‘living’
from now on and into a finite future—the woman through childbirth and a desire to
control her husband, and the man by bargaining with the earth through great sacrifice in
order to gain food. The final deal bears for humanity banishment from the Garden, and
Paradise is lost.

A Consumer posture
The interplay of many ‘voices,’ brought into greater focus through a Bakhtinian
lens, reveals more than the fall of humanity. It makes known a consumer posture, and the
framework for birthing and cultivating such a posture. A preexisting tension describes the
motivation to consume that which humanity finds beautiful, delicious, and as a source of
wisdom, causing one to trade aesthetics for lust, nourishment for good taste, and wisdom
for power. Such a ‘transaction’ buys a paradigm that is set into motion by humanity’s
disobedience, and sealed by God’s direction. This paradigm requires humans to have to
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negotiate their life through give-and-take and give-to-get, the remaining of his/her days.
Payment is required for that which humanity can never satisfy. The identified tension is
the ‘tipping point,’ between being originally created in the imago Dei and the now living
story of imago consumere. This tension—chiefly noted as desire—is seen in the resulting
disposition of human addiction and addictive behavior. Particularly in an American
context, human desire for love, happiness, belonging, praise, contentment, joy,
gratification, hope, and even the avoidance of conflict and detractors, is made manifest
through a number of addictions—shopping, pornography, drugs, alcohol, tobacco, work,
religion, exercise, chocolate, plastic surgery, dieting, social media, television, extreme
sports, texting, sex, escape, money, and possessions.40 Humans will consume just about
anything to satisfy desire—especially those things boasting the attributes of beautiful,
delicious, and a source of wisdom. This “Me”-first posture personifies humanity’s natural
consumer identity.
If one further views this posture theologically for a moment, the plurality of
‘dialogic’ voices that shape humanity’s consumer identity illustrates communal
interaction. Not only does this validate the prominence of ‘community’ related to caring
for God’s creation but it also uncovers the freedom given to ‘choice’ on the part of
individual stewardship (the woman’s ‘dialogic’ interaction with God, the serpent, and the
man, followed by subsequent disobedience in response to desire). In this broken world,
one cannot escape tempting and potentially addicting encounters, which in Bakhtin’s
40
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paradigm is characterized as the plurality of consciousness and unmerged ‘voices’ (called
an ‘event’).41 This world, in which such ‘events’ occur, consists of ‘dialogic’ voices and
‘dialogic’ formation, and epitomizes the imago consumere. Subverting this consumer
identity toward a Christ-like image involves ‘dialogic’ formation based on heeding the
‘monologic’ voice of God. Only then can a new story emerge.

Implications for an American Christianity
One’s ‘Christian’ story, interpreted through an American iCulture filter, reveals a
product of many unmerged and unfinalized ‘voices’ that live into the future, beyond one’s
own activity of living. Bakhtin writes, “Everywhere a specific sum total of ideas,
thoughts, and words is passed through several unmerged voices, sounding differently in
each.”42 There are many such ‘voices’ to consider, particularly when one brings Bakhtin
along side the biblical text. With many rich and multi-voiced claims, one is obligated to
learn how to interpret and recover one’s Jewish heritage, found in the ‘dialogic’ nature of
the Hebrew Bible.43 One can read Genesis 3 through the eyes of humanity, in
consideration of the origin of humanity’s tendencies. One can read it through the lens of
an outsider who observes an interesting and ‘dialogically’ thick metaphor unfold. One
can even read this narrative as a living participant, trying to understand its relationship to
one’s current time and space. The common link that Bakhtin provides between these
three perspectives is that one’s selfhood ultimately becomes interwoven within the
designer of the story. The origin of one’s identity has created a story, and many stories
41
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have shaped one’s identity. These stories have been birthed, both physically and
metaphorically, just as the narrative examined within this chapter has been read both
literally and metaphorically. The story humanity has inherited and been sold represents a
living story—one which reveals the convoluted and messy nature of the imago
consumere. In this consumer posture, one secretly desires to control one’s identity—
which naturally opposes being completely consumed by God’s image—even though such
control sacrifices one’s longing for relationships, connectivity, and true happiness.
Humans have a natural propensity to engage in sinful activities. For such a living story,
there is no greater context than an American consumer iCulture.
Maintaining this consumer posture, one continues to negotiate one’s way through
life, becoming a product of many ‘voices.’ In America these ‘voices’ are ideally
communicated through vast advertising and marketing campaigns that reinforce the
imago consumere, telling one what to buy, how to dress, who to love, how to negotiate,
etc.—keenly distracting one’s attention and time away from hearing and being with God.
Humanity formulates its own idea of happiness, feeds its desire with material goods, and
constructs its own image of God—one that is greatly removed from the Yahwistic
authority of one’s Jewish heritage. The imago consumere has created a different story,
and has manifested itself in its own consumer religion. The resulting consumer posture
represents one’s origin and need for God—to live in an active, communal and sharing
relationship with the Creator. Because of the broken image within oneself, now reflected
in the diffused imago consumere, one cannot see clearly based solely on one’s human
faculties. Therefore, humans try to fill the hole/gap/space/brokenness in one’s life with
whatever is available at the moment that will satisfy how one feels.
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Through Christ humanity can be restored in the imago Dei, so that one’s broken
identity is no longer made known and instead Christ is reflected from the inside-out. Such
a reflection represents a living sacrifice of one’s body and a new life of communion and
sharing, by way of Jesus. As Hauerwas illuminates, American Christianity has become
far less than it should be, because it has failed to clearly demonstrate and teach that the
god America worships is not the God Americans are called to worship as ‘Christians.’44
Bringing Bakhtin into contact with the biblical text helps us make sense of such an error
within the church. This Bakhtinian approach provides a useful language through which
the “significance” of Christian identity formation in America is recognized. It is this
significance, which illuminates the process of dialogic convergence that I will now turn
to in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3
DIALOGIC CONVERGENCE:
THE VOICES OF PHILOSOPHY, CONSUMERISM, AND THEOLOGY
What Bakhtin has introduced, through his concept of dialogism, is a language that
makes available a wider view of epistemology and formation, first spelled out by his
engagement of literary sources, and then through his philosophical exploration of life and
living. In this chapter, I will give meaning to my proposition of dialogic convergence in
order to argue a key movement in identity formation, whereas many unmerged and
unfinalized voices intersect within one’s individual vantage in order to reinforce the
imago consumere in an American cultural context. Surrounding this key movement, I will
focus on the intersection and ‘dialogic’ formation of learning, consumerism, and
theology, particularly in relationship to the converging voices of philosophy and
Christianity. This will begin with the formation of ‘dialogic truth’ and a Bakhtinian
orientation of the imago consumere, and conclude with an expanded appreciation of
‘dialogic convergence’ in relation to American consumer Christianity.
Dialogic convergence (see fig. 3.1) as a premise becomes the synthesized
framework for acknowledging our tendency to transact life instead of ‘living out’ one’s
true identity. This ‘transaction’ (or negotiation of living) is an outside-in passive
movement, in response to converging ‘voices,’ instead of an inside-out active response to
the monologic voice of God. Thus, the concept of dialogic convergence stirs emotions
and ignites feelings that can be leveraged for a profitable end. Yet, standing in distinct
contrast of an evident position, one’s identity in Christ is to reflect the poverty of true
humility. Such an argument helps pose the question: What are ‘Christians’ ‘buying-in’
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to? Thus, dialogic convergence illustrates a shift from ‘monologic’ identity formation
based on the ‘monologic’ voice of God, toward the displacing influence of those
‘dialogic’ voices of the world, which provoke ‘dialogic’ formation.

Dialogic Truth: Where Life and Learning Collide
Bakhtin contends that, “every thought and every life merges in the open-ended
dialogue.”1 One’s experiences are ‘dialogic’ in nature, where by in general converging
ideas are woven together into contextual understanding that is revealed from an
individual’s perspective, then collectively shaped in a communal manner and directly
influenced by cultural context. There are a number of things to consider concerning such
an argument; however, the most influencing is the ‘dialogic’ nature of truth itself.
Bakhtin sees his theory of dialogism as not just another literary theory but
epistemologically essential to a favorable pursuit of truth.2 Yet, just because one believes
something, such belief does not definitively validate what one claims as ‘truth,’ because
it is impossible to have an unbiased conversation with oneself that actually reveals truth.
Two or more unmerged voices must be present for a conversation to take place. Newsom
asserts that it is at the intersection of two unmerged voices a ‘dialogic’ truth exists.3 This
is where the Bakhtinian intersection of ‘text’ and ‘context’ is considerably useful in
relationship to how humans both live and learn.
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Corresponding to ‘Christian’ identity, Lesslie Newbigin has one of the most
revealing assessments on truth, calling all Christians heretics because each individual
decides what he/she wants to believe, leaving traditional orthodoxy out in the cold.4 This
is especially true within post-Enlightenment culture, as independence becomes seemingly
more imperative. Inherently, humans have long struggled to comprehend the connection
of ‘truth’ and identity, especially in trying to reconcile emotions and perceived
expectations. Nietzsche’s assessment offers a chilling and convicting view of deception
as hypocritical behavior. He writes,
This art of dissimulation reaches its peak in man: here deception, flattery, lying,
cheating, talking behind the backs of others, keeping up appearances, living in
borrowed splendor, donning masks, the shroud of convention, playacting before
others and before oneself—in short, the continual fluttering around the flame of
vanity is so much the rule and the law that virtually nothing is incomprehensible
as how an honest and pure drive to truth could have arisen among men. They are
deeply immersed in illusions and dream images; their eyes glide only over the
surface of things and see “forms”; their sensations nowhere lead to truth but
content themselves with registering stimuli and playing a touching-feeling game,
as it were, on the back of things.5

The human struggle for emotional validity, as a performance of ‘truth,’ continues
to bear a clamorous voice that habitually presses toward the future. If indeed every
thought and life merges in an unfinalizable state, knowledge and understanding then
proceeds to emerge in each passing moment, ready to collide with one another, producing
different versions of the ‘truth’ at different stages of life. Because of this people often use
the same words but mean different things, revealing the underlying logic in how people
think and view reality.6 It is not the knowledge that one does not possess that causes the
4
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greatest problems. Instead, it is often what one claims to know for sure that is not for sure
at all, which causes the most damage.7 For the human condition, what one knows as sure
and certain most always involves an emotional attachment, and is simply true from one’s
perspective because of how he/she feels.

Life in Emotional Dialogue
Life produces emotional touchstones, which reveal formative experiences that
define a ‘dialogic truth’ emerging from within each human. Central to an internal
emotional language, which helps articulate and justify decisions, rests the languages of
“feelings.” Individuals do not always make decisions based on what is best or what is
right in any given moment. Instead, people make decisions based on how they “feel.” To
feel something or to feel a certain way can communicate very different factors related to
the decisions one makes in life. Alcohol and drugs change the way one feels. Chocolate
changes the way one feels. Shopping changes the way one feels. New locations change
the way one feels. All of these things represent stimuli. Associated with human behavior,
Carl Jung relates the word “feeling” in two different ways—as sentiment and thinking.8
Sentiment is linked to an emotional connection to the subject matter, and thinking draws
upon an intellectual judgment of value, or what is disagreeable or agreeable, good or bad,
right or wrong.9 This ‘judgment of value’ illuminates the ‘testing’ of who one is
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(emerging identity), within accepted cultural and ethical norms, exposes the tension in
which we find ourselves.
When Jung uses the word ‘feeling’, he does so in relationship to ‘thinking.’
Furthermore, when he relates the orientation of human consciousness to life ‘experience,’
he does so by stating,
Sensation (i.e., sense perception) tells you that something exists; thinking tells
you what it is; feeling tells you whether it is agreeable or not; and intuition tells
you whence it comes and where it is going.10

Jung also argues that these categories of human behavior are only four of many, which
also include will power, temperament, imagination, and memory, among others.11 The
tension of one’s emotions brings about both internal and external engagement as one
works to understand life in dialogue. How one feels stirs emotions creatively, physically,
mentally, and relationally, directly contributing to the decisions one makes within a set of
perceived cultural and ethical norms. Even so, one struggles to see himself/herself from
the inside out, and instead sees himself/herself and his/her experiences like others see
them; from the outside in. How one reads his/her experiences is determined from one’s
vantage point. Because of the ‘voices’ one may be listening to, one might see the person
one reflects as a visible representation of words and deeds, but not one’s thoughts and
desires.12 This sheds light on how humans operate between the ‘casually assumed’ and
‘starkly ignored’ bookends of the ‘dialogic’ nature of life. A person might accept what
he/she desires and ignore what he/she does not choose to claim as representative of one’s
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identity. This is an outside-in movement that is in direct response to many converging
‘voices’ that stimulate an emotional response.

Polyphony Stimuli as Learning
Converging emotions, in the form of both internal and external stimuli, exposes
the way in which life experience shapes how one behaves and interacts within the world.
The converging ‘voices’ each person encounters daily clearly represent ‘polyphonic
stimuli’ that directs one’s internal thoughts and one’s external actions in varying ways.
Learning takes place, and provides the foundation for knowledge, shaping thoughts that
enter into relationship with other thoughts. Bakhtin explains that the image of an idea,
acquires the contradictory complexity and living multi-facedness of an ideaforce, being born, living and acting in the great dialogue of the epoch and calling
back and forth to kindred ideas of other epochs.13

Bakhtin believed that ideas emerge based on the varying relationships of life-positions,
and the interactive ‘polyphonic’ nature of dialogue. Life experience produces learning
even when one does not formally acknowledge such practice. When it comes to identity
formation and ‘dialogic truth’ (or at the very least what one think he/she knows for sure),
a brief exploration of the ‘polyphonic’ nature of learning is important.
Originating with Aristotle, traditionally we recognize five senses that humans can
possess, which include: sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. However, it has been
argued that Aristotle’s senses should be subdivided to include additional senses.
Regardless, what is important to our understanding of ‘polyphony stimuli’ is not the total
number senses, but that there are enough to produce voluntary and involuntary
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interactions with one another, which offer new experiences. Essentially, “to have a sense
is to have a unique set of experiences—qualia—associated with that sense.”14 Such an
interactive experience becomes the bedrock of active experiential learning.
In the broader appreciation of experiential learning, there are four types that have
become foundational for distinguishing modes of learning connected to sensory
preferences. Originating with Frederic Vester, these types include: Auditive learning (by
hearing or speaking), Visual learning, (by seeing and watching), Haptic learning (by
touching and feeling), and by learning through the Intellect (reasoning and
understanding).15 One does not gather one’s information and then process it all through
one sense or one method of learning. Instead, when one encounters a subject matter, all of
one’s available senses are utilized and what one learns through the existing ‘polyphony
stimuli’ turns the image of an idea into a form of personal reality. Bakhtin’s argument
explains that these ideas are calling back and forth in dialogue with one another, within
the fabric of a person’s story or life experience. Every human learns through one, all, or
varying combinations of learning types (of which all are not examined here). For
instance, in a structured classroom setting, learning might involve hearing, seeing, handson application, questions, conversation, and even emotions. Such a ‘dialogic’ nature of
learning exposes the ‘dialogic’ layers of identity formation, especially related to the
foundational layer/formative years and the influential layer/emerging years of one’s life.
Not only are senses involved in one’s experiential learning, but they can also be
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heightened based on the gifts, passion, experience, knowledge, desire, and methods of
other people involved in the learning/teaching. This is especially true with respect to
instructors, pastors, mentors, coaches, celebrities, and others in either the ‘teacher’ or the
‘student’ roles. Inspirational people engage the senses of others and invoke emotional
responses that are influencing and create a collateral ripple effect that is far reaching.
Sensory perception remains central to learning, regardless of the argued method.
However, there are additional layers to consider regarding the learning process, found in
language, tradition, life experience, and the context of such experience—utterances
realized in “various areas of human activity.”16
Related to linguistic, indexical, and cultural contexts—or more specifically
indexicality in semantics—in the early nineties Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger published
their argument for “situated learning.” This form of learning explores the situated
character of communication and human understanding, by way of focusing on the
connection of learning and the social situations/circumstances in which the learning takes
place.17 Lave and Wenger pay close attention to the connection of language and the social
experiences (context) that perpetually shapes language—how one’s understanding is
retransmitted in participatory ways. The authors narrow the conditions for learning within
the parameters of legitimate peripheral participation. These conditions assume that
“learning is a process that takes place in a participation framework, not in an individual
mind.”18 Such a framework elevates the emphasis of ‘voices’ within the learning process,
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especially the ‘dialogic’ layers in relationship to communal practices. Learning within
this paradigm expresses that one first must be a ‘legitimate’ member among the
community of practice, which meant an invited or welcomed affiliate. Second, this
member began learning by not only listening but also observing from the ‘peripheral’ of
the activity. Finally, one does not remain on the peripheral but instead moves toward the
center of the activity in order to engage in full ‘participation.’ Lave and Wenger write
that legitimate peripheral participation draws,
attention to the point that learners inevitably participate in communities of
practitioners and that the mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to
move toward full participation in the sociocultural practices of a community.19

I am not making an argument for one method or type of learning over another.
What I want to bring into contact with my proposition of dialogic convergence is that
learning is an activity that clearly involves ‘polyphony stimuli’ on many levels. This
phenomenon, where life and learning collide, represents the intersection of a ‘dialogic
truth’ that becomes a part of the fiber of one’s being—emotional attachments included.
What one understands is simply not based solely on the intellect. Instead, there are
‘dialogic layers’ of unmerged ‘voices’—past and present, internal and external—that
have shaped the epistemological characteristics, language, and transmittal of
‘knowledge,’ or what we think we know for sure.

Dialogic Convergence: Fortifying the Imago Consumere
The interplay of many ‘voices,’ brought into greater focus through a Bakhtinian
lens, allows one to see more in Genesis 3 concerning the fall of humanity. The reading I
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have argued of this text is to show how it reveals a consumer posture, along with the
parameters for birthing and cultivating such a posture.20 With a pre-existing tension, the
motivation to consume is unveiled in humanity and aesthetics is traded for lust,
nourishment for good taste, and wisdom for power. This deadly ‘transaction’ purchases a
paradigm that requires humanity to have to negotiate life through give-and-take the
remaining of one’s days. The imago consumere then becomes the living story of a broken
humanity.

Figure 3.1. Visual illustrations representing the dialogic convergence of Christian identity, along with an
example of the ‘dialogic’ layers in identity formation. In this illustration, one’s life is traced from left to
right. See also fig. 6.1 for a more expanding illustration representing ‘dialogic’ layers.
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The simplicity and complexity of ‘negotiating’ a living has shifted and changed
over time from the individual to the corporate, and is manifest in the struggles of morality
and politics, and opens up avenues for plausible deniability on a grander scale.
Communal behavior first begins with individual choices and actions, where adequate
space can develop and make available the possibility to live in denial, reality, or to allow
one to construct a false image. Even so, this correlation is seen most clearly when one has
complete power over how and when his/her body, and the actions it displays, appears
before others.21 Living imago consumere, one reflects the tension between good and evil
where one is more concerned of others seeing he/she do evil, than one is about his/her
desire to do good. One’s focus is more often fixed on how one is perceived, regardless of
whether the reflection is ‘true.’

Converging Voices: Philosophy and Christianity
A Bakhtinian approach can accommodate the multiple inputs of identity as
‘Christian culture.’ Consequently, it is important to understand how Christianity has
struggled to consider the various ‘voices’ within culture, especially in how philosophy
relates to Christian identity. The convergence of philosophy and Christianity is
impossible to fully investigate in a few paragraphs; however, it is important to highlight.
Philosophy has been used in support of the Christian vision and is therefore integrated
into how Christianity continues to move forward.22 Whether during the Hellenistic period
or the battle to interpret Christianity in the twenty-first century, humans have struggled
21
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with understanding personal reflection on many levels, particularly related to emotional
attachment. In this world, where people deeply desire to connect with others in
communal ways, at the same time there is also a grappling for independence. With such
independence one can control the version of oneself others see. This challenge is not new.
Plato once wrote,
Give each, the just man and the unjust, license to do whatever he wants, while we
follow and watch where his desire will lead each. We would catch the just man
red-handed going the same way as the unjust man out of a desire to get the
better...23

This struggle in which humans find themselves—between good and evil, right and
wrong, real or grossly false—is a confirmation of the ‘tension’ first made evident in the
Creation story, and it cannot be ignored. One’s desire can be a slippery slope. Depending
on one’s posture and understanding, desire can carry a person to one’s demise or it can
also become a catalyst for change and turning toward God. There is a wrestling with what
one hopes for and what one knows for sure, while in the same breath a certain clinging
dogmatically to what one knows for sure that might not be for sure at all. Such a dilemma
also illuminates the converging voices of philosophy and religion. The corporate or social
bond one feels, against a desire for individual freedom, like science and religion, is in a
state of conflict.24 Though there is a longing for individualism on some level, humans
also embrace the emotional trappings of a misery-loves-company position. Making
decisions based on how one ‘feels’ remains a common thread throughout life, for
individuals, civil and social order, and connectivity within the church.
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The struggle for Christians to be in the world but not of the world is a pressure
that has always been at hand, evidenced in the creation of the “Christian bubble,” as
discussed earlier. Newbigin argued that Christian theology was not formed in a vacuum,
and ‘truth’ must be tested in the public arena where modern science exists.25 Christians
cannot cut ‘Christianity’ off from the rest of the world and still fulfill the church’s
mission. Therefore, what did it mean for a ‘Christian’ to be in the world but not of it
during the early days of the church’s formation? As I have already indicated, Jesus
provided a living example of the faith on which he would establish his church. He did not
teach his disciples to avoid temptation, things that incited fear, or even the intersection of
faith and civil authority. When the Pharisees tried to trap Jesus with a question regarding
paying taxes to Caesar, he offered an example of what it looked like to be in but not of
the world. He said, “Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and give to God what
belongs to God.”26 Even so, in Palestine Greek teaching had combined with beliefs of
other conquered civilizations.27 During these days, there was continuous tension between
this advancing Hellenism and the faithfulness of Jews worshiping one God. Under
Roman rule, the tolerance for religion created room for rebellion, in the period in which
one finds the life and death of Christ. After Jesus’ death and resurrection, the immigration
of Gentiles not only occupied new cities, but also the emerging identity of Christianity.
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By way of the apostles, the Good News of the gospel broke through original Jewish
distinctiveness, influencing more and more Greeks.
Through the course of the early formation of the church, one example of the
converging voices of philosophy and Christianity can be found between the Stoics and
Christians. In many ways, the later ethical and religious side of Stoicism paved the way
for Christianity, especially connected to one’s obedience to God over and above one’s
relationship between the citizen and the State. Social bonds were not fixed by philosophy
but instead by a show of Roman force.28 Christianity made popular an important opinion
that was suggested in the teachings of the Stoics—the “opinion that a man’s duty to God
is more imperative than his duty to the State.”29 Stoicism, being a Hellenistic school of
philosophy, presented a way of life that used behavior as a metric for one’s philosophical
beliefs—one’s actions must underwrite one’s words. In its early years, Christianity
embraced the Stoic view of a natural law as a guide to wisdom; therefore, the Christian
life then emerged as a life according to that law.30 The church was trying to find its place
between Jewish roots, philosophical influence, and civility among Roman rule. There are
obvious ‘dialogic’ layers and ‘voices’ within the emergence of early Christianity.
This ‘dialogic’ formation of beliefs and practices unfolds through individual
exploration and influences. While the tendency toward individualism finds its roots
within the Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, its greatest
influence comes through the works of Greek philosophers like Socrates, Plato, and
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Aristotle.31 Such influence also emerges corporately as a viable pathway to hope, amid
the tension between two, often, opposing spiritual locations, one of which offers God’s
perspective, and the other a worldly vantage. How do Christians effectively live in two
different worlds, where one is pulled, tempted, and prodded in many directions? This
question becomes even more important when as an individual one acknowledges the
control of one’s own identity—where one is more likely to embrace a social connection
rather than God if it means some sense of gain and security in how other people see
oneself (peer pressure is an elementary example of this). Decisions are weighed based on
one’s perceived benefits. Consequently, the faculty of reason shapes one’s belief.
Anselm of Canterbury leaned heavily on pure reasoning in the formation of his
theology, particularly corresponding to his doctrine of the Trinity. Like St. Augustine,
Anselm was captured by the idea that humans possess a single ‘self’ while also
composing many different faculties within one’s intellect through which one reveals and
reflects that self.32 What was broken in the imago Dei cannot be comprehended without
wrestling with and acknowledging this ‘self.’ Anselm wrote in the Proslogion,
How wrenched man’s lot is when he has lost that for which he was made! Oh
how hard and cruel was that Fall! Alas, what has man lost and what has he
found? What did he lose and what remains to him? He lost the blessedness for
which he was made, and he found the misery for which he was not made.33
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Misery does love company, but so too does blessedness. What keeps one from
acknowledging God’s image within? How does one rationalize belief, particularly related
to one’s ability to think? Anselm continues,
I acknowledge, Lord, and I give thanks that You have created Your image in me,
so that I may remember You, think of You, love You. But this image is so
effaced and worn away by vice, so darkened by the smoke of sin, that it cannot
do what it was made to do unless you renew it and reform it. I do not try, Lord, to
attain Your lofty heights, because my understanding is in no way equal to it. But
I do desire to understand Your truth a little, that truth that my heart believes and
loves. For I do not seek to understand so that I may believe; but I believe so that I
may understand. For I believe this also, that ‘unless I believe, I shall not
understand’ [Isa. 7:9].34

Through such words, Anselm’s intellectual approach to spiritual growth revealed
his methodology of applying reason to a ‘truth’ known only by faith, in order to grow in
his understanding. He believed so that he could understand. This is significant, especially
to theology emerging within the church. Such an approach to understanding ‘truth’ is
‘dialogic’ in nature, even by way of reasoning a path toward an act or expression of faith.
Anselm believed that one’s senses were involved in one’s perception of ‘truth,’ which
uncloaked many layers of truth.35 What is noteworthy about Anselm is that his theology is
often referred to as scholastic theology, and he is commonly called the father of medieval
Scholasticism—the educational tradition of medieval schools, of which is said to embrace
both philosophical and theological reflection.
Learning in such a cultural paradigm blurred the converging lines of Hellenistic
and Scholastic philosophy within Christianity in a polyphonic manner. These ‘voices’
continue to reach unfinalized into the future, shaping the identity and theology of
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emerging Christians both personally and corporately. One might also argue that such
convergence has helped bring clarity in seeing a tarnished image of ‘self’ as it appears
unmerged within culture. It is within this cultural span that Christianity, as a new faith,
became apparent, amid the ‘dialogic’ landscape of the Roman Empire and Hellenistic
civilization.

Consumerism and the Emergence of Christianity
To grasp more clearly the ‘dialogical’ concept of ‘transaction’ that I am
employing in this project, one must turn to the semblance of what formerly emerged as
the building blocks of consumerism. Inside the cultural landscape of Greek and Roman
influence, learning took place voluntarily and involuntarily as transactions happen at
every turn, specifically with regards to Christianity and one’s understanding of God. In
society, some habitual transactions involve exchanges of money; some involve traded
items; some involve traded favors; and some exchanges are simply implied. In the
shadow of learning and living, where emotions are intertwined in ‘dialogic truth,’
consumerism glimmers as a diffused reflection of a tarnished image in humanity.36 Can
one see through this outer diffused reflection of the imago consumere? From an
observer’s point of view, this consumer identity permeates culture and subcultures.
According to Bakhtin, only others can see one’s true identity and “in the realm of culture,
outsideness is a most powerful factor in understanding.”37 Like Anselm, many
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philosophers, theologians, and church fathers have wrestled and reasoned with ‘choice’ in
relationship to moral, political, social, philosophical, civil, and religious matters. In the
current state of the imago consumere humans cannot escape the desire and tension of
having to negotiate his/her way through life—a habitual give-and-take, and give-to-get
activity.
Converging ‘dialogic’ voices, regarded without the monologic guidance of God,
can become confusing and desensitizing. Considering this, up against the chronic give-toget rule of society, ‘Christians’ may not fully comprehend the God of Yahwistic
authority.38 While Christians may not find immediate and intimate affinity to this God,
there is recognition that God requires some sort of ‘transaction’ in order for ‘happiness’
to prevail. Assuredly, the God of the Old Testament established and honored a covenant
with the people of Israel, where a familiar give-to-get activity takes place for the
atonement of sins. God loves Israel, which is marked by awe and gratitude for such
unfathomable generosity, bringing with it expectations and requirements of the sovereign
who established the covenant.39 God issues commands and Israel must respond in
obedience—there is a ‘transaction’ of sorts expected under the Deuteronomic tradition.
Yahweh’s promise that was made first to Abraham was unconditional and initiated by
God, but the covenant made with Israel at Mount Sinai was one involving human
obligation in response to God’s love.40 In order for the people to be reconnected with God
for another year, a sacrificial offering was required. Therefore, the traditional
38
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interpretation of atonement in Judaism is the reparation for sin, involving repentance and
restitution (depending on the sin, and whether it was against God or another human) so
that Israel could be reconnected with God. Before the destruction of the Jewish Temple,
atonement was achieved by bringing a sacrificial offering to the Temple as repayment to
God for one’s sins.41 This has been the pervasive position of Christian understanding
concerning atonement in Judaism.42 Illuminating this popular interpretation within
American Christianity, one might argue that in order to get salvation one had to give over
a sacrifice—representing a ‘transaction.’43 I will note that my presentation of atonement
is for illustration purposes, taking into account the popular/traditional Christian view, and
therefore does not directly engage the discussion of “The New Perspective.”44
Observe the story of Jesus clearing the Temple. As Jews came from all known
lands to Jerusalem during the week of Passover, they made their way to the Temple to
present an offering as a sacrifice to God. In the Temple courts, there were people buying
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and selling animals for sacrifice.45 Because of this, Jesus was filled with passion and
chased them out of the Temple, yelling, “Get these things out of here. Stop turning my
Father’s house into a marketplace!”46 An offering was to be given; however, sacrificing
the holy reverence of the established covenantal tradition was not going to be allowed by
Jesus. One could argue that the convenience of ‘transactions’ in the Temple courts for
buyers, coupled with the profit for sellers, identifies the principles of consumerism as
buyers outwardly (and perhaps indirectly) purchased God’s love. The activity of the
‘transaction’ is a ‘dialogical’ event. Jesus subverted this kind of consumer behavior by
clearing the Temple courts. While God’s love is unconditional, one must recognize that
there are conditions directly related to one’s ability to choose to live in such love.
Brueggemann argues,
The attempt to factor out conditional and unconditional aspects of the covenant is
an attempt to dissect and analyze the inscrutable mystery of an intimate, intense
relation that, by definition, defies all such disclosure.47

From the interpretation of these old covenant Hebrew roots, Christianity developed a
different theology of atonement, which involved the repayment to God for humanity’s
sins through the death of Jesus (God incarnate), by crucifixion—the death and
resurrection of Jesus, for Christians, represents the new covenant.48 Because of this, many
Christians often make a skewed theological leap from Judaism to Christianity, when it
comes to atonement. Marcus Borg writes,
The most widespread Christian understanding today is that Jesus paid the price
for our sins by dying in our place. In theological language, this is called
45
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substitutionary sacrifice, substitutionary atonement, or sometimes the
satisfaction understanding of Jesus’ death.49

Traditional language used in Christianity expresses such reparation through Jesus’ death
as “purchasing” one’s new life, or that Jesus has “paid the price for our sins.”50 This
position is so common in Christianity today that in many ways it is accepted as orthodoxy
and traditional, with the roots of substitutionary language coming from Anselm in 1097.51
In his book Cur Deus Homo, Anselm was addressing the topic of “Why God Became
Man.”52
Such substitutionary language communicates the activity of a ‘transaction’ while
also resulting in possible misidentification among biblically illiterate ‘Christians,’ thus
strengthening the grip of a consumer paradigm. From an American Christian perspective,
and without fully understanding Christianity’s Jewish heritage, this give-to-get activity
might become convoluted and confusing in the Christian tradition. Especially if one does
not understand, or been incorrectly taught about the concept of atonement, a spiritually
immature ‘Christian’ can fall into the trappings of ‘works righteousness.’ This concept,
which enacts “I will do this for you God, if you will do this for me,” illuminates a
‘transaction,’ obviously predominate to the fundamental idea of consumerism. Bartering
one’s way to heaven is not the message of the Gospel, nor is it the example Jesus
established for identity shift, individually or corporately.
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Many years distant from Christianity’s Jewish heritage, and marking the call for
reformation of the church in 1517, this kind of ‘transaction’ model became part of
Luther’s frustration, because church officials were selling indulgences. In view of this,
theologically and biblically illiterate people were, at the very least, given the impression
that one could buy his/her way back into a right relationship. Such a touchstone in the life
of the church also exposes how the diffused reflection of the imago consumere casts a
shadow of consumerism onto an emerging Christianity. Urgency for such trappings are
supported today by a 2010 poll conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life,
which revealed biblical illiteracy as the church’s “dirty little secret.”53 The historical
example of Luther’s reformation spark illuminates the challenge for Christian obedience
and devotion to God today within an arduous consumer culture. Christianity emerged
under an often convoluted and misunderstood notion of the ‘transaction’ necessary for the
atonement of sin.54 One could argue that the cause of such perplexity was the lack of
theological formation among emerging ‘Christians,’ and a failure within the church to
effectively carrying out its mission, to “make disciples.” This not only causes contention
with ‘Christian’ identity (personal), but also with how the image of Christianity
(corporate) is both perceived and purchased in the world today, thus shaping one’s
theology.
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Dialogic Theology: Scripture, Tradition, Reason, Experience
The complexities of ‘Christian’ identity and theological formation prove evident
in the ‘dialogic’ nature of one’s existence within culture and the world. Questions like,
“Who is God?” “Who are humans?” and “How is God and humanity connected?” call
upon a collection of ‘dialogic’ layers within one’s formation. Paul Tillich claims that God
can never be grasped if God is the object of the question instead of its basis.55 He goes on
to maintain that the God of time is the same God of history, which means, “that He is the
God who acts in history towards a final goal.”56 It is this final goal that humans desire to
know and possess in a defining manner, as one’s ‘Christian’ identity and theology are
shaped through the Bible, a tradition of teaching, methods of thinking, and the experience
of one’s life. Tillich calls this final goal one’s “ultimate concern.”57 The ‘polyphonic
stimuli’ we have identified within the process of living and learning clearly comes into
play in relationship to theological formation toward one’s ultimate concern. How does
one know what one believes? The ability to successfully articulate an answer to this
question is based on a ‘dialogic truth’ where several events, ideas, and other ‘truths’
converge together to form meaning and understanding within one’s distinct perspective.

How Theology is Formed
On the foundation of patristic teaching and church fathers ranging from
Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas, a look at the historical backdrop of how theology is
formed provides an exposition by Richard Hooker in the 16th-century C.E. Through this
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account, Hooker distinguishes the English Church from the Roman Catholic Church. This
Anglican theological ethos came to be known as via media (the “middle way”), between
the Roman Catholic Church and the Puritan Protestant.58 Scripture remained as the
primary source for understanding God, but in his work, Hooker marked tradition and
reason as major supporting points. Tradition was thought of in a historical manner as a
foundational way to protect and guide against private interpretation or misuse of
Scripture. Therefore, ‘tradition’ pointed to the early church, and referred to “primitive
tradition,” which represented the first five centuries of Christian history that were prior to
the establishment of Roman authority.59 Reason for Hooker was used in the classical
distinction, drawing on Aristotle and Plato, as participatory knowledge.60 In other words,
it was not related to freethinking in the private sense but instead connected to “law” and
an inner principle of fulfilling the law in ordinary life. This is different from how ‘reason’
may be employed today in biblical interpretation, which boasts more individual/personal
investigative thought. As a whole for Hooker, the formation of the canon of Scripture
could not have been established by Scripture alone, but necessitated the support of both
tradition and reason.61
Moving from what has often been referred to as Hooker’s “three-legged stool,”
we find the addition of ‘experience’ added to the collection by Anglican Priest, John
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Wesley. Wesley, who was the founder of Methodism, yet who remained in the Anglican
Church, saw one’s ‘experience’ as multi-faceted in the Christian life—both personal and
corporate. Randy Maddox describes this mediating role of ‘experience’ as a “dialogical
partner” connected to one’s personal experience and acceptance of the ‘tradition.’
Maddox argues that if the church more fully embraced ‘Wesley’s experience’ in the
theological foundation of discipleship, it could help to recover the enriching role of
experience in the life and theology of Christians.62 For Wesley (and Hooker), Scripture
was primary, and both paradigms offer a proper example of the formation of theology
related to dialogic convergence. Wesley saw this model as not only how one should form
his/her theology, but also as a description of how almost anyone forms theology.
Through this model, one can trace theological formation as it happens
‘dialogically.’ What one sees and understands of the church in the way of ‘truth’ comes
from faithful and disciplined theological reflection within Christian community. This
begins through study of the Bible and how one comes to see one’s life (personal and
corporate) as a part of God’s interaction with humanity. All of the attributes that define
what it means to be “Christian” can be found in the Holy Scripture; therefore, ‘Scripture’
becomes the foundation for one’s Salvation, spiritual growth, theological reflection, and
how one’s faith is lived out in practical ways. Though ‘Scripture’ is the primary source
for theological reflection and the active mission in the world in which one lives, one does
not approach the Bible alone. Again, one’s faith is something that is both personal and
corporate, and it represents how one discerns, grows in understanding, and allows God to
transform one individually from the inside-out. At the same time, each Christian is a part
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of something much larger—the church. Therefore, as the church, Christians are a part of
a story that has emerged over time—a tradition. Through such a heritage, the church also
reaches back within Christian history in order to guide biblical interpretation. There are
numerous traditions in our world today that both challenge and help a Christian grow in
his/her understanding of the Christian faith. By way of such growth, the discernment of
‘truth,’ takes place as one responds in obedience to God. This process happens through a
careful use of reason as one participates in living out one’s faith. In this way, ‘reason’
functions as a tool within the paradigm.63 As a Christian grows in his/her understanding
of God, and is guided by the Holy Spirit in his/her exploration of God’s story in
Scripture, he/she becomes a living part of the Body of Christ. This experience—in the
world but not of the world—further encourages one’s interaction with Scripture in ways
that become transparent in one’s personal and corporate identity as a part of the
community of faith—one’s “Christian experience.” Thus, theology is not formed in one
way. Instead, it is constructed ‘dialogically,’ with Scripture as the primary source of
understanding God, influenced by tradition, reason and experience. Christianity then
emphasizes that ‘dialogical’ thinking rests also at the heart of one’s theological identity.

Dialogic Convergence & Christian Identity
The proposition of dialogic convergence exposes the many layers that exist in
one’s life, each of which have been shaped in ‘dialogical’ ways by numerous life
experiences and many unmerged and unfinalized ‘voices.’ My goal is not to argue
something exclusively new in relationship to identity formation, simply by using new

63

Ibid., 84.

72
descriptors, definitions, and indicators. The goal of this project is to vigorously expose
the significance of dialogic convergence directly connected to the formation of
‘Christian’ identity, by way of a useful Bakhtinian vocabulary. This phenomenon brings
to light the ‘thickness’ of the ‘dialogic’ layers that are pressed together and represented in
how one answers the questions, “Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” I am convinced
that dialogic convergence is one of the most essential and formative events a person can
both acknowledge and unpack, especially corresponding to the formation of his/her
understanding of what it means to be ‘Christian.’ Brueggeman speaks of the ‘dialogic
thickness’ exposed by this occurrence as he classifies the ambiguity, complexity, and
layered meaning that moves through one’s life and represents ‘truth,’ through which
many voices call things into existence that may no yet be present.64 The many layers of
what we know for sure must be peeled back to the beginning of one’s ‘Christian’ heritage,
originating with the Creational layer (birth year).
In this chapter, I have connected dialogic convergence to the ‘voices’ of
philosophy, consumerism, and theology, chiefly linked to ‘dialogic truth,’ decisionmaking based on emotional and sensual dialogue, and ‘polyphony stimuli’ as experiential
learning. While Christianity itself represents many layers of formation (of which I have
obviously not exhausted), the ‘Christian’ is formed by countless, internal and external,
converging ‘voices.’ How one feels, perceives, learns, and thinks about God is gleaned
from unmerged ‘voices’ and is unfinalized, reaching far into the future. Through a
Bakhtinian lens, one is able to see more clearly the transacting life of humanity, which
results in a consumer posture and substitutes for one’s true identity in Christ. The
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emotional stirring that takes place within an American cultural context is leveraged for
profit while also fortifying the imago consumere, creating an American consumer
‘Christianity.’ Such is a problematic image for the church, which suggests what the
consumer ‘Christian’ is “buying in” to. Therefore, it is to this problem I would like to
turn, as I associate the influential layer/emerging years of ‘Christian’ identity to the
business of Christianity in the next chapter.

CHAPTER FOUR
CONSUMER CHURCH:
THE BUSINESS OF AMERICAN CHRISTIANITY™
Dialogic convergence confers a process that helps one more clearly identify the
consumer posture that is reflected in humanity, coupled with the consumer landscape in
which society and the church meet and try to coexist. The ‘Christian’ identity
encountered in such a culture is recounted inseparably within both the individual and the
church—personal and corporate. As Christianity moved through the industrial and
technological revolutions in America, Christ slowly became one of many options
available to consumers in pursuit of the American Dream. The movement from
Gutenberg to the Google Age1 has quickly sharpened the leading edge of the church’s
struggle to successfully participate in Jesus’ “great commission,” particularly in trying to
intersect the lives of emerging generations. There are simply too many stories being
pitched and sold like a product to Americans who are entangled in the ‘dialogic’
thickness and layered rhetoric of an unfolding consumer story. Postmodern consumers
are ready for purchases that lead toward escape from the difficulties of life. While there
does seem to be a noticeable question of allegiance within emerging generations,
Generation Y has been described as one of the most brand-aware generations yet, often
making their buying decisions based on the influence of friends.2 The questions that
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appear to define what emerging generations give their allegiance to are more foundational
than superficial. For instance, the questions, “Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” are
especially important for younger generations today in search of self-discovery. The years
ranging from eighteen to twenty-five are now characterized as a search for identity in the
life of young adults.3 Yet in this process of discovery, Jean Baudrillard’s assessment of ‘I
consume, therefore I am’ is demonstrated by young consumers who believe that one’s
identity is represented by the products one purchases.4 This vantage, however, exposes a
tension within the discovery process, specifically pertaining to ‘identity’ and ‘faith.’
Nowhere is this tension more evident than when it is brought into contact with the church
in the twenty-first century.
As previously mentioned, Kinnaman and Lyons present Christianity’s image
problem as seen through the eyes of a new generation. Additionally, Ed Stetzer provides
the leading voice for a similar LifeWay Research project. Both projects offer data
necessary to acknowledge the tension often encountered between emerging generations
and the church.5 The church’s effort to engage those outside the community of faith has
span from scientific analysis to creative marketing. With these efforts, the church has
presented an “attraction” model of evangelism as a strategy that participates and
manifests itself in consumerism rather than teaching Christ as the way of subverting the
consumer tendencies found within the human condition. There is still a difference, for the
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‘Christian,’ between being considered in but not of the world. This is the dilemma set as
the foundational argument in this chapter, which explores a divide between church and
emerging generations, and further points toward what in many ways represents a
lucrative consumer Christianity.

The State of the Church
The publication of resources like UnChristian (2007) and Lost and Found (2010)
(which I will offer highlights on later in this chapter) are indicators that the church is no
longer successful at drawing people in with an “attraction” model. The days of placing a
banner on the front lawn of the church, expecting over-flowing participation, and calling
it successful evangelism is a thing of the past. To put it simply, the church is grasping for
direction. The attraction model found its origin in the Church Growth Movement, which
first began back in the mid-60s. Predicated on forming homogeneous groups of people
who want to be Christian without crossing class and language barriers, or racial lines,
churches set out to establish distinct communities for rapid growth.6 Such a model can be
illustrated as attracting unchurched people with an alluring ministry component, and then
later expressing what the bottom line of the Gospel really entails—by definition, this
would be considered a “bait and switch” marketing ploy by advertisers. This is the
premise of the seeker-sensitive model. While such strategies brought about large
numbers, growing congregations, and even spawned the megachurch, many argue that
like efforts fail in making disciples, and only encourage a shallow faith. Even Bill
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Hybels, senior pastor of Willow Creek Community Church (South Barrington, IL) has
made such a confession, questioning the effectiveness of his church’s strategies.7 The
younger disconnected and unchurched are less interested in superficial exploration when
it comes to faith, God, and life. Most want to go deeper and address the more difficult
and challenging topics encountered daily.8 Has the face of Christianity been damaged,
causing younger generations to become skeptical of the church’s motives, goals, and
foundational beliefs? Gaps and disparities in what the church says and what Christians do
have pushed away those who are searching for answers to foundational questions—many
no longer trust in the institution of church. In many ways, perhaps Christians are
providing the best argument for why someone would not want to follow Jesus.9

The Church Growth Movement
Within the ‘dialogic’ thickness and competitive culture of marketing, the church
finds itself cast as one of many consumer ‘buy-in’ options. Because of the number of
‘voices’ vying for consumer attention, the lure of a perfect formula that will enhance or
create new growth is surely very tempting for pastors, leaders, and congregation
members. After all, cash flow is the lifeblood of any company and the church is no
exception—it takes X number of people to pay the bills. This fact rather sharply raises the
question: What is the church willing to ‘trade’ for what it has determined to be
7
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measurable success? Frugality over ‘faith’ is a tempting proposition from a business
viewpoint. Such was the lure of the Church Growth Movement (CGM), which first began
to emerge in the mid-60s. Especially with the younger generation, Americans started to
turn away from Western religion and instead began reaching out to the East for religious
inspiration. This was in part due to disillusionment, but also because of the novelty of
Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Zen Buddhism, Hare Krishna, Taoism, and even
Transcendental Meditation.10 Young adults were looking outside the church for answers
and fresh, meaningful experiences. Essentially, in the 1960s, alarm bells were going off
regarding the exit of young adults from the church, much like the alarms of today. In the
midst of this twentieth-century crisis was a struggle for Christian identity, which found
division among races. White supremacist “hate groups,” some of which undauntedly
claimed a legacy of Nazism, radically promoted their belief that white Christians were
God’s chosen people.11 Though the ideologies of these groups varied, primarily these
groups directed vindictiveness toward Jews, homosexuals, and other minorities,
especially African Americans.12 America’s outlook was shifting and people were
undeniably interested in discovering and fighting for their rightful and perceived identity
and place in the world. Inspired in some measure by the civil rights movement, there was
also liberationist movements, particularly in Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant circles.13
Women revisited traditional religious teaching and began to fight for full access to
10

John Butler, Grant Wacker, and Randall Balmer, Religion in American Life: A Short History,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 409.
11

Ibid., 443.

12

Ibid., 444.

13

R. Marie Griffith, American Religions: A Documentary History, (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2008), 535.

79
pastoral leadership in the church.14 The landscape of ‘Christianity’ was becoming
unsettled, and tension had spawned drastic measures.
Within this emerging backdrop there grew strategic considerations for church
growth surrounding Evangelical Christianity. Donald McGavran developed the scientific
principles of church growth, based on his 30 years of missionary experience in India, and
founded the Institute of Church Growth first at Northwest Christian College in Eugene,
Oregon.15 McGavran is quoted as saying,
Church Growth is that science which investigates the nature, function, and health
of the Christian church as it relates specifically to the effective implementation of
God’s commission to “make disciples of all nations.”16

McGavran went on to express his theory regarding sociological implications in the
effective development of ‘Christian’ community, by stating,
(People) like to become Christians without even crossing racial, linguistic or
class barriers... It has been found that where cultural obstacles are recognized and
new converts nurtured in churches of their own culture, the evangelistic efforts
are far more effective...17

The basic vision of the CGM was that congregations must be formed from homogenous
groups of people, and that it was important for these people to “feel at home.”18 People
with similar, looks, beliefs, priorities, fears, etc. will grow in community together. The
second premise was that because people indeed have prejudices, that these biases should
be used and made as an aid to Christianity, drawing individuals together in a comfortable
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and like-minded group.19 This was based on the idea that church growth professionals
believed that in the struggle for ‘Christian’ identity, and the overall Christian movement,
most opposition in society was not theological, but instead sociological. However,
sacrificing the theological position over sociological truths is contrary to the gospel,
which reaches cross-culturally and reflects the kingdom of God, representing all races
and ethnic groups as one. The gospel breaks down “the walls of partition between male
and female, Jew and Greek, and so on.”20 The third component to Church Growth
Movement was dynamic leadership—a pastor who was a “possibility thinker”21—
stimulating the congregation to elevate the pastor to almost rock-star status, and
consisting of little or no fraternization. The fourth direction in the initial development of
the movement was segregation as a desired end, followed by the denial of social action,
and finally that if the mission and ministry of the church succeeds, the church must be
moving in the right direction.22 However, the danger of “possibility thinking,” combined
with the elevated promises of marketing techniques, paints the picture of expected
success. This can be viewed as elevating a proverbial CGM “equation” to prophetic
proportions. Peter Wagner, the leading voice for the CGM, and a pupil of McGavran,
said,
Those who have chosen to identify with McGavran’s movement, and I include
myself among them, have chosen as their biblical rallying point, Jesus’ Great
Commission to ‘go and make disciples of all the nations.’23
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The ongoing argument surrounding the CGM to this day relates to the end goal of
quality or quantity in discipleship. To solve this, one has to understand what proponents
of the CGM mean by “making disciples.” Glenn Huebel argues that the outward practical
focus of the church growth “great commission” is the incorporation of a person into a
congregational institution and Christian lifestyle that involves attendance, praying,
witnessing, service, etc.24 However Huebel reminds leaders in the church that people are
easily manipulated. He writes,
People can be manipulated sociologically or psychologically to conform to
practically any outward standard. The cults of our day amply prove this point. By
making “responsible church congregation membership” the goal of the great
commission, church growth teachers are reducing the mission of the church to
the sociologically defined and measurable “form of godliness.”25

Huebel highlights something very important here, in that discipleship must remain the
primary focus related to the mission of the church. Even so, whether one is a proponent
of “quantity” over “quality,” or “quality” over “quantity,” (or both) one cannot ignore the
fact that numbers play a major role in the life and ministry of the church. They simply
cannot be ignored. Young-Gi Hong, former president of the Institute for Church Growth
in Korea, maintains that the emphasis of the CGM on numerical growth has created
enormous misunderstandings. Hong said, “Numerical growth needs to develop interests
both in world mission and the growth of the local congregation.”26 Church leaders must
remember that numbers represent people for whom the church encourages response to
and participation in God’s economy of salvation.
24
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There are several models of what the CGM looks like today within the context of
Christianity, including the mega-church, multiplication, cell church, Alpha course, and
the Natural Church Development models.27 For this reason, it is important for one to
acknowledge the origin of the CGM, and the Christian identity it has helped shape. It is
impossible for such a movement not to have contributed to the ‘dialogic thickness’ of
personal and corporate identity, and the tensional dilemma between emerging generations
and the church today. Many of the core issues the church faced then continues to remain
today. One of the main flaws with the CGM rests in the fact that it relates God to a
propositional relationship with a world in which God’s communication is centered on
both corporate and individual problem solving, and it fails to recognize God’s ability to
work in creation, and inside as well as outside the church.28

Church by Numbers: The Decline
While the CGM was designed to increase numbers, one will find little argument
today with the statement, “The church in America is shrinking.”29 Yet, according to a
Gallup poll, which looked at Americans’ Religions, 82% of people surveyed claimed to
be identified with Christianity.30 When you consider this along side the Lost And Found
study, which revealed that 90% of the younger unchurched believed they could have a
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good relationship with God without being involved in church,31 one has to seriously
consider that the church does have an image problem in today’s emerging culture. The
Gallup poll revealed that out of the 82% that claimed to be ‘Christian,’ only 44%
attended church regularly.32 Though it has been common to point toward the 1960s as a
marker for when church attendance started to fall, Lovett H. Weems, Jr. has suggested
that a significant downturn in attendance happened between 2001 and 2008.33 In an
article published in Christian Century (2010), Weems wrote, “The losses in worshipers
year after year were more dramatic than what data from the previous decade would have
predicted.”34 Tracking worshipers rather than members has become a better indicator for
church vitality, particularly as the church entered the twenty-first century. Weems goes
on to identify three possible explanations for such a downturn: Worshippers attend less
frequently, Aging constituencies, and Lack of interest in religion for younger people.35
According to results from the Churches of Christ in the United States, reported in The
Christian Chronicle, David Duncan, Minister of the Memorial church in Houston, TX
said, “Our lack of evangelism and the departure of many of our children are finally being
revealed. This should be a wakeup call.”36 Similar results hold true for The United
Methodist Church as well in the U.S., with a steady decline in membership since the
1960s. However, the United Methodist Church reported an interesting statistic in 2008,
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stating that while membership has certainly been on the decline, the number of
constituents connected to United Methodist Churches has been on the increase, up 16%
from a decade ago.37 Within emerging culture, this statistic might say more about a desire
to explore God/religion/Christianity, while remaining at arm's length from the church.
Such a posture allows the attendee to be in control of his/her experience and journey
without feeling obligated to the institution. Interestingly, one of the key features of
Christianity in the twentieth century was characterized by the church’s decline in
America and the west, offset by its explosive growth in non-western parts of the world.38
This shift continues in the twenty-first century. Regardless, numbers can be arranged in
all kinds of ways that will support just about any point. However, it is safe to say that one
thing is clear: The church in America is shrinking.

Rethinking the Reach: A Desperate Response
In response, many denominations are rethinking their approach to unpacking,
exploring, and understanding the current cultural landscape. At the very least, this is a
step in the right direction. Guesswork, however, has to be abandoned in order for real
conversations and ministry efforts to emerge that will reach across cultural barriers. The
CGM revealed that if leadership wanted to gain larger crowds, the “seeker-sensitive”
model could get the church there. However, if trying to encourage strong, mature Christ-
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followers by way of discipleship is the goal, this model is a dead end. In a shocking
confession, Bill Hybels spoke candidly of the Willow Creek model, saying,
We made a mistake. What we should have done when people crossed the line of
faith and become Christians, we should have started telling people and teaching
people that they have to take responsibility to become ‘self feeders.’ We should
have gotten people, taught people, how to read their Bible between services, how
to do the spiritual practices much more aggressively on their own.39

Willow Creek Community Church, Executive Pastor, Greg Hawkins followed suit with
Hybels, and offered a glimpse of what must become a long-term plan for change.
Hawkins said,
Our dream is that we fundamentally change the way we do church. That we take
out a clean sheet of paper and we rethink all of our old assumptions. Replace it
with new insights. Insights that are informed by research and rooted in
Scripture.40

New direction and insights are essential; however, being able to effectively
communicate with the greater community is just as important. The church sometimes
operates in a manner that seems foreign to its unchurched neighbors, speaking a
privileged language, especially when it is trying to ‘evangelize’ others. Marcus Borg
writes about the “cultural-linguistic traditions” of religions, particularly the unfamiliarity
with “Christian language,” which creates distortion and serious misunderstandings among
the churched and unchurched.41 Borg argues that the central conflict in Christianity today
is how to understand it, stating, “It not only divides American Christianity, but is also an
issue elsewhere in the world.”42 In order to achieve the church’s theological task, which
assists in the discernment of Christian ‘truth’ in ever-shifting contexts “of all the
39
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nations,”43 one has to again appreciate Bakhtin’s idea that in order to understand and
communicate within a foreign culture (in one’s backyard or across the globe), one has to
step out of one’s own culture and view the world through the eyes of the foreign culture.44
How can ‘Christians’ and/or the church accomplish the mission if it does not engage
culture in such a way so as to learn the cultural ‘language’ of the people it is trying to
reach, so that “what Christianity is about” can be effectively translated? Does the church
even know its neighbors? Do ‘Christians’ know what they are trying to accomplish with
their neighbor? Scott Jones points out that “loving God well means loving one’s nonChristian neighbor evangelistically and evangelizing one’s non-Christian neighbor
lovingly.”45 This means that ‘Christians’ must intimately know the “language” of Love.46
In 2009, the United Methodist Church upgraded its “Igniting Ministries”
campaign, aiming it directly toward a younger target audience, including a completely
new look, message, and strategy. This campaign is now called “RETHINK CHURCH,”
having also gained favor by crossing denominational boundaries. The target age for the
campaign is 18 to 29-year-olds, and it boasts the tagline, “What if church was a verb?”47
In other words, what if church was not just a place a person goes, but something a person
does? Emerging generations are not interested in empty words, but instead want to see a
43
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church “walk the talk,” so to speak—to become a visible presence within the lives of the
very people the church is trying to evangelize. Though it may represent a small step in a
new direction, particularly in working to tell the church’s story, there are still residuals of
the attraction model remaining in the RETHINK CHURCH paradigm.48 The challenges
of an ever-shifting culture, while living in a post-Christian world, has rocked the church
at its core, shaking loose long-accustomed security in the heritage of Christendom.49 It is
time to rethink the church’s reach by first reaching to God before reaching toward others.

Researching the Emerging Tension
In order to begin contributing toward closing the gap between emerging
generations and the church, one must first begin to understand the younger unchurched
and disconnected in very real ways. Perhaps most humans would buy-in to the idea that if
a person wants to figure out what the next big step in life is supposed to be, that person
has to step back, look at the bigger picture and discover the who and what, resulting from
dialogic convergence. This self-initiated evaluation brings with it big questions that
ultimately become part of the underpinning of one’s faith, made up of multiple ‘dialogic’
layers. Such is the case if the church really wants to know how well it is carrying out
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Jesus’ “great commission.” What is the church reflecting? What is the church doing?
How effective are its strategies in an ever-shifting culture?

UnChristian?
As I have previously indicated, in an effort to initiate steps toward discovering
answers to such questions, The Barna Group conducted research as a part of a project
made available by Kinnaman and Lyons. The project was published in the book
UnChristian, which was released in 2007. Why name the book, UnChristian? Kinnaman
responds saying,
Using the lens of the careful, scientific research we conducted, I invite you to see
what Christianity looks like from the outside. In fact, the title of this book,
UnChristian, reflects outsiders’ most common reaction to the faith: they think
Christians no longer represent what Jesus had in mind, that Christianity in our
society is not what it was meant to be.50

What is striking about this statement is that it reveals “outsiders” have an understanding
and belief as to who Jesus is, and what Jesus had in mind when He instructed and taught
the disciples. According to Kinnaman, there were thousands of interviews conducted and
countless hours of time spent studying non-Christians.51 Kinnaman and Lyons centered
on two primary generations—Mosaics (people born between 1984 and 2002) and Busters
(people born between 1965 and 1983)52—both of which fall into Generation X and Y.
The center of the conducted research primarily interacts with ages 16 to 29-year-olds. For
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the purpose of sharing this data effectively, the authors define those who are outside the
church as “outsiders,” which includes,
atheists, agnostics, those affiliated with faith other than Christianity (such as
Islam, Hinduism, Judaism, Mormonism, and so on), and other unchurched adults
who are not born-again Christians.53

The authors have done well to stay away from labels such as, “nonbelievers” and
“seekers,” because they are loaded terms, and neither label fully embraces whom the
study targets. Considering the many ways to evaluate and review the data, Kinnaman and
Lyons qualify the presentation of material by first beginning to peel back and reveal what
they call the “unChristian faith.” The authors do this by sharing a brief sketch about such
culture, yet primarily relate their questions to (and reactions of) outsiders, reflecting on
outsider’s perception of Evangelicals and Born-Again Christians.54 In this study,
Kinnaman and Lyons identify six broad themes in how ‘Christians’ are perceived. These
include the following:
1. Hypocritical. Outsiders consider us hypocritical—saying one thing and doing
another—and they are skeptical of our morally superior attitudes. They say
Christians pretend to be something unreal, conveying a polished image that is
not accurate. Christians think the church is only a place for virtuous and
morally pure people.
2. Too focused on getting converts. Outsiders wonder if we genuinely care
about them. They feel like targets rather than people. They question our
motives when we try to help them “get saved,” despite the fact that many of
them have already “tried” Jesus and experienced church before.
3. Antihomosexual. Outsiders say that Christians are bigoted and show disdain
for gays and lesbians. They say Christians are fixated on curing homosexuals
and on leveraging political solutions against them.
4. Sheltered. Christians are thought of as old-fashioned, boring, and out of
touch with reality. Outsiders say we do not respond to reality in appropriately
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complex ways, preferring simplistic solutions and answers. We are not
willing to deal with the grit and grime of people’s lives.
5. Too political. Another common perception of Christianity is that we are
overly motivated by a political agenda, that we promote and represent
politically conservative interests and issues. Conservative Christians are
often thought of as right-wingers.
6. Judgmental. Outsiders think of Christians as quick to judge others. They say
we are not honest about our attitudes and perspectives about other people.
They doubt that we really love people as we say we do.55

Interestingly enough, Kinnaman and Lyons offer some very important insight
regarding young adults across the board (those inside the church and outside). The
authors state, “Among young adults who participate regularly in a Christian church, many
share some of the same negative perceptions as outsiders.”56 This is an important
consideration, regarding the generational gap and cultural differences young adults have
with baby boomers (1946-1969) and the silent generation (1925-1945). In Figure 4.1,
there is a difference between “outsiders” and “churchgoers,” ranked from the highest
struggle to the least. The most striking similarity among young adults, both inside and
outside the church, is the struggle with personal perception of ‘Christianity’ in relation to
homosexuality. This should be no surprise considering that homosexuality is a hot topic
within culture today, particularly with younger generations and the church.
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Figure 4.1. The Struggle of Young Churchgoers, from UnChristian (2007).

Lost and Found!
LifeWay Research coordinated a 2009 study, which was published in the book,
Lost And Found: The Younger Unchurched and The Churches That Reach Them. Ed
Stetzer, Richie Stanley, and Jason Hayes join in one voice to present new data that not
only helps clarify the “younger unchurched,” but it also communicates about what some
churches are doing to reach them. In trying to define this target group, Stetzer presents
the types of younger unchurched and what they believe, while posing the question, “What
does the future hold?” There are little differences in the age of the target audience
between the Lost and Found and UnChristian studies. Where Kinnaman and Lyon’s data
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focused on 16 to 29-year-olds, the Lost And Found study directs its questions at 18 to 29year-olds. Stetzer also divides the unchurched into four different categories, including:
Always unchurched, (never been involved in church), De-churched (having attended
church as a child), Friendly unchurched (not particularly angry at the church), and
Hostile unchurched (angry at the church or have had a negative experience).57 Much like
what was reported in the UnChristian study, Stetzer also validated that the younger
unchurched face tension with cultural issues in relation to the church. The authors ask the
following question,
If you were considering visiting or joining a church, would knowing that the
church did not welcome and affirm homosexual members negatively or
positively impact your decision? Once again the overwhelming majority of the
younger unchurched reported this would negatively impact their decision. The
range of responses by type—83 percent of the always unchurched and 52 percent
of the friendly unchurched—indicates that each type would react negatively to a
church that does not affirm homosexuals as members.58

The survey also reports that 65 percent of those surveyed would be negatively impacted if
the church they were considering joining both did not affirm homosexuals and did not
endorse the ordination of women as pastors.59 It is clear that both of these issues are of
top concern for younger people, particularly those between 16 and 29-years-old.
Certainly among Evangelical Christians, both topics are also hot issues currently within
the church. Yet, what is the general perception twenty-somethings have of the church
today? The following illustration offers a glimpse in five different areas of concern.
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Figure 4.2. Beliefs about the Christian Church, from Lost and Found (2009).

Essentially, based on the information above, there is an overall positive view of
the church in relation to its role in society. However, the data also seems to communicate
that the church is not the only place emerging generations believe young people can
effectively learn more about God. Contrasting this idea, according to the data, young
adults are more interested in digging deeper and exploring more engaging and relevant
content.60 Considering this, how can the church effectively measure ministry efforts that
engage young adults? The authors present what are called “four markers” related to
effective young adult ministry. These markers include: Community (life is meant to be
experienced in community), Depth (desire to be people of deep significance, and crave
deep content), Responsibility (value making a difference with their choices), and
Connection (mentoring or intergenerational ministry).61
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American Christianity: Is Image Everything?
At least since 1990, as an outward expression, culture flaunts the postulation that
“Image is everything!”62 In truth, image is central to the language of iCulture, as
everyday communication now shares an overabundance of utterances, which expand their
semiotic value. Additionally, it appears that especially within iCulture, the image of
American Christianity and ‘Christians’ is paramount. Statistically, America is the most
Christian country in the entire world, representing approximately 82 percent of those
surveyed; however, only about half of that number is actually involved in church.63 One
could conclude that it is more important to be identified (associated) as ‘Christian’ than to
actually be (live as) a Christian. Again, this persona is one where brand equity is
borrowed by way of association—or putting on ‘Christianity’ like a t-shirt—when it is
convenient or beneficial. Such a persona contributes to the basis for the hypocritical
behavior that has destroyed the very image that ‘Christians’ want to borrow from the
church in the first place.
Considering such an iCulture, the church’s attempt to engage culture has typically
involved one of two strategies: 1) Avoidance—avoid culture altogether; and 2)
Imitation—imitate what others are doing to effectively engage culture. Very little
creativity exists in these strategies. The church has been ‘putting on’ for so long in order
to attract people, the only viable option for future success appears to be to strip down and
commit to inner transformation. This is not to argue that the church has to do better at
brand management or image marketing. Even so, if the question, “What do people think
62
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of when they think of the Church?” was asked related to the perceived ‘Christian’ brand,
it is safe to assume that brand equity would rate low. As was revealed through the Barna
Group study in UnChristian, the number one negative theme that is important for
outsiders is hypocritical behavior. Based on Sweet’s assessment that churches are
suffering from JDD,64 one could argue that churches are full today of people who are not
“growing up” spiritually. In other words, they do not know or have never claimed the
story. Such ‘Christians’ know far more about the strategic moves of “playing church”—
or investing in a persona—than they know about the bible, God’s redeeming grace, or
what it means to be a Christ-follower. The church has imitated a consumer culture by
catering more to the human desire for escape rather than focusing on deeper biblical
teaching that encourages spiritual growth. Are Christians imitating the problem or
improvising a solution?

The Jesus Brand: Soothing for the Soul!
A common question in the Christian market today is “What would Jesus do?”65
One thing Jesus would not do is “put on” a Christian persona like buying a new shirt;
however, it is clear that some ‘Christians’ are not only willing, but also eager to do just
that. American teens today (if they do not wear it) are obviously aware of the
Abercrombie & Fitch brand, but what about Abreadcrumb & Fish? American retailers
sell an astounding $4.6 billion worth of ‘Christian’ products and merchandise annually,
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some of which are spoofs and spin-offs that imitate commercial logos and brand names.66
Christmas 2009 even saw the debut of a Facebook spoof shirt that read, “Jesus wants to
be your friend,” which retailed for $17.99.67 The Christian market is lucrative, and has
eagerly embraced the “putting on” of ‘Christian’ apparel, attempting to “Christianize,” in
a number of ways, a secular counter brand and/or product in order to engage culture.
Shopping now encompasses customized experiences, spectacular advertising,
therapeutic engagement, and even heightened emotions. Each year, for families and
friends alike, “Black Friday” brings with it an almost religious ritual of shopping. This
tradition involves communal activities, which become memorable ‘transactions’ that are
almost spiritual in nature. In fact, on Black Friday 2011 a woman allegedly used pepper
spray on fellow shoppers during a skirmish for an Xbox video game player at a Los
Angeles-area Wal-Mart68—taking the activity of memorable ‘transaction’ to a whole new
level. Marketers cultivate the roots of such fanatic ‘negotiating’ within a consumer
culture in hopes of linking emotional touchstones to the purchase of distinct products
and/or services. Bob Hutchins and Greg Stielstra, authors of Faith-Based Marketing: The
Guide to Reaching 140 Million Christian Customers, not only describe the ‘Christian’
market as a booming opportunity, but they also encourage readers to set aside their
stereotypical perceptions and target ‘Christians’ for the potential business success that
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appears exceedingly abundant.69 This abundance has now stretched into the relationship
business. Today, if one wants to avoid ‘others’ and narrow the search to within the
‘Christian’ market for one’s significant other (while simultaneously—and perhaps most
importantly—discovering God’s perfect match), all one has to do is register at the
Christian Mingle website.70 Perhaps this begs the question “What would Jesus think?” It
would seem that in American culture it is of value to be affiliated with Jesus when the
circumstances warrant or when association is prudent. However, the messages
communicated through so-called ‘Christ-centered’ apparel, products, and services are
often contextually deficient or desensitizing to both the messenger and those
encountering the message. The message (content) and the media (the means) are not so
easily separated. Both have the power to influence people, regardless of the content, and
cannot be examined simply based on the content alone.71 Such communication shapes
one’s perception of Jesus the Savior and Jesus the profitable ‘brand.’
The theological and cultural underpinning, which has positioned Jesus as a
‘brand’ in America, comes about based on how one sees and understands the image of
Christ one encounters within society. Stephen Prothero has made an impressive argument
for this in his book American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National Icon.
Prothero traces the changing images of Jesus throughout American history. While one
might assume that such a study would reveal a Christian perspective, he explains that the
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image of Jesus in America has also emerged outside the church by way of how the Son of
God has been portrayed in music, literature, and film, especially among Jews, Buddhists,
and Hindus.72 Whether as a reflection of Jesus as the Black Moses, Jesus the Rabbi, or
Jesus Christ Superstar, the image of the Son of God has been formed both inside and
outside the church, by Christians and non-Christians. Accordingly, these examples of
how one sees and understands Christ brings with them both cultural and theological
underwriting, which embrace many historical, cultural, anthropological, and even
economical layers of ‘dialogic’ formation. An excess of ‘voices’ within American culture
speak to the public power of how the message of Christianity is communicated, based on
what one says, one’s affiliation to Christianity, and now even in what one wears. A
dysfunctional excess of one’s desire marks the consumer culture that proceeds from such
public power in America.73 Often, the cultural response to rehabilitating the image of
Christianity has been to institute branding strategies, which are very much about shaping
one’s perception. Phil Cooke argues that the church needs to dramatically change the way
it publicly expresses belief and the face of Christianity.74 Cooke explains that branding
strategies can help the church communicate effectively within the greater community of
faith. He writes,
today, brands are the tool for defining our place in the culture, and they have
given our capitalist society markers for determining who we are, where we
belong and our status in relation to others.75
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By way of historical foundation or adapted marketing strategies, one thing is certain; the
Jesus ‘brand’ rests among many options competing for brand loyalty in American
iCulture, even among ‘Christians.’

Does Church Marketing Suck?
Churches have, however, adopted similar branding and marketing tactics,
attempting in many ways to imitate successful corporate strategies by employing them in
secular culture. Ill-fated attempts at impersonating business success, has spawned such
push back within the Christian community like the blog, “Church Marketing Sucks.”76
Marketing assuredly changes culture. Douglas Holt describes marketers as “cultural
engineers, organizing how people think and feel through branded commercial
products.”77 According to Holt, when a person internalizes the consumer culture of brand
loyalty, he/she gives companies the authority to organize his/her tastes and preferences.78
Would this not be good practice for the church to employ within an American iCulture?
In the book Selling Out the Church: The Dangers of Church Marketing, Philip D.
Kenneson and James L. Street argue that there are deep theological implications for
treating the church as a business. The authors work to examine the growing urgency of
church leaders to position Jesus (and the church) as a value-based ‘product’ that can be
wielded and sold to targeted consumers. They assert that within the church’s message,
76
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form and content cannot be so evenly divided when remaining faithful to the Gospel—
form in which the faith is presented and the content of the faith itself.79 Kenneson and
Street write,
On one side is the unchanging, life-altering substance of the gospel, while on the
other are the always changing, flexible ways in which that gospel is
communicated to particular people at a particular time and place.80

What Kenneson and Street argue is that the form in which the gospel is presented shapes
how it is received—the means always shapes the ends.81 How do such tactics affect the
image of the church within culture? According to the authors there is a measure of
damage done that shifts the church away from its calling, which Kenneson and Street
claim to be, “a sign, a foretaste, and a herald of God’s new direction.”82 The improper use
of marketing, which focuses on “attraction” as the central message of the church,
reinforces the imago consumere by encouraging a consumer response.
Kenneson and Street offer much to be considered about how the Gospel may or
may not be positioned. However, based on the church’s image problem, what is really at
stake has more to do with how evangelistic strategies have affected the perception
emerging generations have of the church in today’s iCulture. Whether a church intends to
market itself or not, consumers will perceive the church’s outreach as marketing, making
it virtually impossible not to engage marketing within the public arena.83 In a postmodern
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world, language, symbols, and emotional touchstones are more perceptible than ever.
Language, however, is the most important social construct, helping one make sense of
his/her experiences, in which truth is not limited solely to rational thought.84 Discovering
a common language within culture can foster the effective communication, principally
important to evangelism, whether perceived or otherwise. Central to consumer culture,
language is a channel of communication of which the church must become more aware.
However, it is one thing to understand the language of a consumer culture and work to
speak ‘truth’ within that cultural context. Perhaps it is quite another to hide behind a
‘Christian’ product/service/message within this consumer culture for a profitable end and
call such strategies evangelism. This is a dangerous move that contributes to the
identified image problem of Christianity.
How can the church engage in marketing if the gospel is not a product; and while
it is not able to avoid such marketing, how can the church keep from turning the gospel
into the product that it is not supposed to be?85 This is the paradoxical argument that has
captured proponents of church marketing and those that do not favor it. Even so, the
church has to be able to effectively transmit its story. Cooke writes, “Branding is simply
the art of surrounding a product, organization or person with a powerful and compelling
story.”86 The more prominent problem is that the church, in many ways, has stopped
telling the story, instead choosing similar strategies that have made Ronald McDonald the
most recognized man in America. McDonald’s does a great job at telling Ronald’s story.

84

Jessup, 290.

85

Wigg-Stevenson, 22.

86

Cooke, 36.

102
Can the church learn from such successful examples in order to begin effectively living
the greatest story ever told?

iCulture, Ethics, and the Next Christians
Where does Jesus fit in relationship to iCulture, especially up against the teasing
call of the American Dream? If decisions are primarily being made based on how one
feels, and American consumer culture can offer immediate gratification, then is it good to
embrace what one wants, regardless of how beautiful, delicious, or wise it appears? How
do humans reconcile personal desire with being ‘Christian’ within iCulture today?
Alasdair MacIntyre argues that when we make moral judgments, which are expressions
of attitude or feeling, they are neither true nor false; and that finding agreement in moral
judgment cannot be rooted in any rational method of thinking, because there is no
rational method of thinking.87 When someone says, “This is good,” one is roughly saying
that he/she indeed approves.88 Approval originates with an individual assessment inside
social parameters, which divorced from an emotional attachment might not be considered
rational thinking at all.
While research, conversation, and interaction with emerging generations, reveals
skepticism of the church, the church has reinforced such views by opting in many ways to
imitate culture in order to engage it. This sparks the question, “Is this good?” Over time,
the church has chosen strategies that produce measurable results in the way of numerical
growth, all the while sacrificing spiritual growth—forfeiting the theological position
87
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while embracing sociological truths. There is little doubt concerning the tension between
‘outsiders’ and the church, particularly related to assumed ‘Christian’ ethics. In the
shadow of ‘avoidance’ strategies, the human tendency, especially under the umbrella of
‘the church,’ typically is to prove one’s position, especially concerning hot issues in
society. Yet, such approaches yield very little listening within the ‘dialogic’ rhetoric of
culture. Newbigin points out something very important in the pursuit of facts, biblical or
otherwise. He writes,
A statement is either right or wrong, true or false. But with respect to values, and
supremely with respect to the religious beliefs on which these values ultimately
rest, one does not use this kind of language. Value systems embodied in styles of
living are not right or wrong, true or false. They are matters of personal choice.89

Between the fleshly space of ‘casually assumed’ and ‘starkly ignored’ there is
plenty of room for personal choice, certainly with regards to identity and belief as a living
moral code. A remarkable variation of people’s beliefs stem from exposure to different
narratives about life and choice, based on where one is born, parental and family
influence, perceived cultural norms, and a host of other factors.90 The ‘dialogic’ layers of
identity formation are never separate from one’s contextual environment. Considering
such a position on value systems, how can the church remain faithful to the Gospel in an
ever-shifting culture, while at the same time realizing that any engagement of culture by
the church is automatically perceived as a form of marketing? Sam Wells points toward
the innovative answer of “improvisation.” Wells argues that, “when a person enters the
scriptural story he or she does so by entering the Church’s performance of that story… a
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play that has to be improvised on the spot.”91 With many stories being pitched and sold
like products to Americans, the church has to stop avoiding and imitating, and start
telling the story by way of improvising in the moment. For this to happen, the ‘Christian’
must realize that he/she is a part of God’s story (corporate) and not just his/her
(individual) narrative. Sweet points out that, “Sadly, for some Christians, the story has
stopped. God has done all that God can do, and God’s voice is embalmed in a book.”92
It appears that Christians emerging within today’s cultural context want to
discover the story God has called them to reflect. According to Gabe Lyons, co-author of
UnChristian, the research originally produced by the Barna Group revealed how
perception is grossly effected when ‘Christians’ begin to act very much unchristian. In
his new book, The Next Christians, Lyons writes,
The Christian faith is quickly losing traction in Western culture, not only as a
result of unchristian behavior, as significant as that is, but because we haven’t
recognized our new reality and adapted.93

The church’s strategies have to change from a ‘consumer church’ that embraces a
business model of American Christianity toward a new model that represents being in but
not of the very iCulture in which it is communicating. Simply stated, the church must
exist within a consumer culture without being consumed. Moving to pursue new
strategies, Lyons began asking the following questions surrounding the role Christians
should now play in the greater community.
1. What does mission look like in America in the twenty-first century?
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2. How should the message of the Gospel go forward?
3. What does it mean to be a Christian in a world that is disenchanted with our
movement?94

Based on asking these and similar questions, Lyons has accepted that what most
people formerly understood as “Christian America” is now long dead—humans now live
in a post-Christian America. He writes, “The culture war for Christian American values
was the last stand for subcultural Christianity.”95 Lyons goes on to ask a striking question,
especially since the fundamental argument of Christianity claims that through dead
comes life. The author bids, “Could the end of Christian America become the stirrings of
something beautiful?”96 Perhaps this is a valid and important question to consider.
Hauerwas, however, might seem less optimistic and more challenging toward the
individual response of Americans. He argues that America is “a culture of death” where
Americans are unable to comprehend how life is possible directly in the face of death.97
The struggle then for the church and ‘Christians’ is the same as the core concern for this
project: To discern how best to live one’s life as a Christian, in an American iCulture that
strives to dialogically consume the very emergence of a life (story) that can spark living
change.
Hauerwas’ argument that you should have no story except the story you choose
when you had no story is the story that shapes American self-understanding; therefore, he
contends that forming a church “capable of challenging the reigning ethos that sustains
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America is no easy achievement.”98 The individual and corporate response of the
‘Christian’ demands orientation toward God while turning from the temptation of
‘performance’ and a constructed persona.99 Post-Christian America resides in a new
chapter, much like the setting of Christianity’s origin. Bakhtin’s words are fresh for this
consideration, as he wrote,
The world from which Christ has departed will no longer be the world in which
he had never existed; it is, in its very principle, a different world.100

The moment Christ stepped out of heaven and into flesh, everything changed. Therefore
this question persists: Is the church willing to die in order to live the continued story of
Christ’s redemptive work in the world today? A word of caution: An enthusiastic “Yes!”
to this question may put ‘American Christianity,’ as we know it today, out of business.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONTROLLED EMERGENCE:
TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES?
In many ways, America and Christianity have melded together into an entity that
bears the fruit of sentimentality by way of association and/or transaction. On the coattails
of the American Dream, the business of American Christianity has ‘dialogically’
produced something resembling an “American Christian Dream”—a new story consumer
Christians are choosing to ‘buy-in’ to when they have no story (or when they simply do
not like their current ‘story,’ or carefully wait on a possible better ‘story’). It is a story in
which happiness, irrefutable answers, and prosperity shape one’s worldview and selfhood
with welcomed convenience. Because of humanity’s consumer posture, this ‘dialogic’
formation goes almost unnoticed, quietly conceiving the very restrictions it eventually
encounters. Specifically within the influential layer of one’s dialogic formation, the civil
‘voices’ of culture, while intertwined in unassuming ways, scrutinizes one’s place in
society.1 The emerging code of the American ‘Christian’ Dream is controlled by desire
and the emotional stopgaps that temporarily quench humanity’s cycle of addiction.
Within this cycle, ‘Christians’ are more likely to make visible the consequences of both
individual and corporate choice’s rather than claim the ‘truth’ that leads to freedom. This
chapter will explore the controlling influences that shape consumer decisions, and the
repercussions of ‘buying-in’ to such influences, especially connected to the development
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of a living ‘story’ of escape in the life of the American ‘Christian.’ This examination
attends to the emerging years of one’s identity formation, revealing the power of today’s
cultural-linguistic traditions of marketing.

Consumption Culture
Surrounding the much anticipated unveiling of the Apple “tablet” in early 2010
(now of course known as the iPad), former Apple CEO Steve Jobs was quoted at its
presentation saying, “A lot of times, people don’t know what they want until you show it
to them.”2 Did Moses feel the same way about the Ten Commandments? Regardless, in
today’s consumer iCulture, Steve Jobs was absolutely right. Consumers do not always
readily know what to consume until a ‘product’ is positioned, as not only acceptable, but
also ‘normal’3—specifically related to being a necessary buy that allows one to share in
brand equity. Jean Baudrillard best described this when he wrote, “If we consume the
product as product, we consume its meaning through advertising.”4 What one purchases,
coupled with the brands to which one claims loyalty, begins to symbolize the cultural
values and characteristics of one’s lifestyle and persona. People now recount and retell
their life story using brands to describe their lifestyles, personal relationships, and selfidentity.5 Consumerism then reveals a process of self-identification, in which one
develops a feeling of who he/she is and what he/she desires to become by way of
2
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consumption.6 Essentially, consumers are corralled toward a manufactured understanding
of the ‘norm’ in America—psychologically, philosophically, ethically, and theologically.
A shift has taken place from a Christian climate of salvation by way of self-denial to a
therapeutic ethos that emphasizes self-realization, particularly focused on one’s
psychological and physical health, all through the emergence of a culture of
consumption.7 Within this consumer culture, advertisers have communicated similar
messages addressed by pastors, psychologists, and other therapeutic contemporaries,
linking the emotional needs of Americans with the planned strategies of advertisers.8
Such a shift has gained quiet favor with humanity’s consumer posture, offering a
reparative and beneficial alternative that revolves around feelings. Christopher Lasch
contends that,
People today hunger not for personal salvation, let alone for the restoration of an
earlier golden age, but for the feeling, the momentary illusion, of personal wellbeing, health, and psychic security.9

Miller elaborates on Lasch’s argument by writing that, “contemporary religion has been
transformed into a narcissistic, therapeutic enterprise by generations of rootless ‘seekers’
who lack allegiance to religious institutions or communities.”10 This lack of allegiance,
and/or story, makes such “seekers” vulnerable to the ‘story’ that is being pitched and sold
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in a culture of consumption, as if it were a product that can fulfill all of one’s emotional
and physical needs. Miller identifies three consequences to advertising’s strategic use of
the therapeutic, which include: increased social insecurities, the eroded meaning of
cultural symbols, and the promoted relationship between consumption and fulfillment.11
This is the trajectory of today’s emerging ‘Christian,’ which cannot be pinned
onto one person or company, designated to a limited block of time, or placed on a single
Christian denomination or movement. Emotionally linked and creative marketing, which
embraces the concepts of ‘escape’ and the ‘therapeutic,’ has grown out of such gurus as
Walt Disney, who spawned a mega-empire that continues to shape the young and the old
today. According to John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge, this kind of strategic
“Disneyfication” has history on its side, as the “marriage of religion and business has
deep roots in American history.”12 Within a consumer society, the innovation and passion
to “keep moving forward”13 is carried on through companies like Apple, and is enhanced
by way of such leading-edge outlets like Twitter, Google, Facebook, Second Life, and
others—all cultivating an individual’s pursuit of relational happiness. In such a “Me”
world, what does it look like for the church and the Christian movement to “keep moving
forward” today? Based on such “Disneyfication” within the church, a person might start
out at a Disney theme park but could very well end up in the heart of Evangelical
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America.14 A fresh step of creative improvisation (not imitation) must become a part of
the church’s efforts to gain forward momentum in the ever-shifting twenty-first century.

iCreativity & Consumption: Only in America
While the church may be lagging, the forward momentum of America’s story is
one that every kid knows, which is told and retold as one of “fierce individualism and
heroic personal sacrifice in the service of a dream.”15 Some things are naively thought
only to be “made in America.” On almost every elementary and middle school campus
across the U.S., this story is creatively taught with great vividness, celebrating the
enduring American spirit that continually reaches for triumph. Through this ‘dialogic’
presentation of pursuit and conquest, American kids observe and consequentially learn
how to consume, reinforced by a complete system of values and social controls.
Baudrillard explains that this phenomenon happens in a consumer society, where learning
is then characterized as an “apprenticeship of consumption, for the social indoctrination
of consumption.”16 Though Baudrillard’s argument is assuredly akin to marketing
systems, this event shares a design that is fundamental to Lave and Wenger’s theory of
situated learning, in which legitimate peripheral participation is best represented in
forms of apprenticeship.17 Learning is an inseparable feature of ‘dialogic’ and social
interaction, capturing the essence of learning-by-observing, learning-by-doing, and
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learning-as-becoming identity formation. Creativity plays a major role in an unfolding
consumer society, relentlessly producing new markets and opportunities that rest on a
bedrock of Disney-like inspired dominance. America’s ‘dialogic’ story has always
symbolized and encouraged creativity, yielding the innovative thinking of today’s
iCreativity—“think different.”18
Humanity was made like God and invited by God to participate in the activity of
creation with God.19 Based on scripture, one could argue both a ‘participatory’ and
‘social’ activity within the creative process. Yet the church historically has not always
successfully demonstrated creativity, even with its focus and engagement of orthodoxy
and liturgy—both of which can be considered ‘participatory’ and ‘social.’ However,
within American consumer culture, creativity has played a central role, in not only
shaping individual identity, but also the identity of America itself. In 2002, Richard
Florida argued in a national bestseller that, “Human creativity is the ultimate economic
resource.”20 Florida went on to write,
Powering the great ongoing changes of our time is the rise of human creativity as
the defining feature of economic life. Creativity has come to be valued—and
systems have evolved to encourage and harness it—because new technologies,
new industries, new wealth and all other good economic things flow from it. And
as a result, our lives and society have begun to resonate with a creative ethos.21

Florida highlights a rise of the entrepreneurial spirit and the economic systems, which it
spawned, as evidence of creativity’s place in American history. Even so, the author points
18
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out that the rise of the creative class has resulted in a shift from social capital to creative
capital, as people have become increasingly disconnected from the social, civic, and
communal activities that first spawned such creativity.22 Likewise, in a 2010 Newsweek
article, Po Bronson and Ashley Merryman report on a study that showed for the first time
American creativity is on the decline. Bronson and Merryman explain that the process of
being creative “requires divergent thinking (generating many unique ideas) and then
convergent thinking (combining those ideas into the best result).”23 The ‘dialogic’
interplay here can be noted in connection to Bakhtin’s ‘participatory thinking’ and the
proposition of ‘dialogic convergence.’ Based on the study conducted by Kyung Hee Kim,
Bronson and Merryman reported that since 1990 the creativity scores have dropped,
specifically for “younger children in America—from kindergarten through sixth grade—
for whom the decline is ‘most serious.’”24
While it is too early to determine definitively the reason for a drop in U.S.
creativity scores, the authors offer two likely culprits as being the increasing number of
hours kids spend in front of the television and playing video-games, instead of
participating in creative activities, and the lack of creative development in U.S. schools.25
The research further suggested that creativity should be allowed to spill out of the art
room and into the homeroom, debunking the argument that creativity cannot be taught
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because kids have too much to learn already.26 Creativity has always been central to
America’s story and continues to span new markets currently through improvised
strategies that one might today call iCreativity. In similar ways, today theologians have to
be creative when describing Christianity in an ever-shifting culture, particularly in reappropriating the ‘Christian’ language when giving meaning to the new domains of
human existence.27 How can the church learn from the foundational trend of ‘iCreativity’
and encourage the use of creativity and imagination both inside and outside the
community of faith in order to subvert the imago consumere rather than reinforce it?

Designing a Profitable Response
According to scripture, after the fall, humans were cast out of the garden and
required to negotiate their own way. Humanity no longer enjoyed the same intimate
connection with God in the garden, which is the theological origin of the aforementioned
human condition. Thomas Keating describes the human condition as the loss of one’s true
source of happiness, which is the presence of God.28 Humanity lost the intimacy once
enjoyed with God—sub-creators became consumers, and happiness became the Holy
Grail. Negotiation moved beyond the creation story toward a battle today for mind and
identity, along with an unquenchable desire to find wholeness and purpose in a
bewildering world that elevates individualism yet promotes connectivity. In the course of
a single day, the collective unconsciousness of America is filled with an estimated 12
26
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billion display ads, 3 million radio commercials, more than 200,000 television
commercials, and innumerable online promotional messages.29 These messages represent
a monstrous number of converging ‘dialogic’ voices. Additionally, in 2010 web
advertising actually outsold traditional media sources for the first time in history.30
Advertising itself could arguably be branded a psychological battle in the Google Age.
This battle involves ‘positioning,’ which does not center on creating something new and
unique, but instead creatively manipulates the thoughts and priorities of the human mind
regarding something that already exists.31 Humans have an emotional need and therefore
a desire to issue an emotional response—a basic ‘transaction’ event. While this represents
the beginning of the imago consumere, it also marks the premise for successful
marketing.

Marketing in “I” Culture
Great marketing is then understood to be the identification of an emotional need,
connected to a specific ‘product,’ in order to cause an emotional response—or “buy-in.”
When companies can successfully cause consumers to feel good, and then connect that
feeling to a specific product, a buying decision is initiated. More importantly, for the long
term, a relationship between the consumer and the company is strengthened by way of
brand loyalty. There are psychological and sociological considerations that marketing
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experts leverage in order to position a product or service effectively. Figure 5.1 offers an
example of unmistakable (and inadvertently comical) psychological and sociological
manipulation within the early years of advertising, which in today’s consumer society is
much more difficult to detect. This instance reinforces Godin’s earlier argument that
marketers are great liars (storytellers).

Figure 5.1. An example of a Kellogg’s PEP print advertisement that illustrates product positioning, and its
direct connection geared to the strategy of initiating an emotional response by consumers (1930).

Great ‘stories’ stir consumer emotions. Emotion is the manner in which the brain
converts things of value, linking such value to companies, brands and products that are
engaging.32 This value then becomes personal—“Me” oriented—and represents more
than dollars and cents; it is intertwined in feelings. Take, for instance, the image of Uncle
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Sam, saying, “I want You,” which first made its way onto the American stage in the form
of a recruiting poster in 1917. This poster challenged young men to “buy-in” to a cause
through a perceived direct invitation, which personified America as Uncle Sam and
offered an emotional link to patriotism. Americans have since left behind ‘I-want-YOUpromotion’ in favor of the more personal self-promotion of ‘You-should-want-MEpositioning.’ Outlets today, such as YouTube, whose tag line is “Broadcast Yourself,”
have boosted such a shift. YouTube began streaming uploaded videos in February 2005
and was quickly bought by Google, Inc. in November 2006. The Google Age not only
embraces this kind of improvisation, but also quickly leverages the kind of market
penetration encouraged through such narcissistic behavior. Offering further
complications, mass media bolsters these actions by intensifying narcissistic dreams of
fame and glory, while simultaneously encouraging people to identify themselves with
celebrities, setting themselves apart to be seen in unique ways.33
Surrounded by such emotions stirred within culture, emerging generations often
struggle to interpret the difference between need versus desire, making it difficult to take
hold of one’s true identity or purpose in the world. In fact, according to Keating, children
who are deprived of the basic securities found in affection and control, develop “a
desperate drive to find more and more symbols of these basic human needs in culture.”34
This activity is called “compensation,” which is also replicated in later years when
childhood experiences, discontentment, or desire is intolerable. It is within this repeated
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behavior that Keating identifies the beginning of the addictive process.35 The addiction
cycle (see fig. 5.2) is engaged to hide the fear of pain, uncertainty, or insecurity, possibly
based on events previously experienced in life, and made apparent by the activity of
compensation. In response to such emotions, one “acts out” and participates in addictive
behavior in order to deal with the stress. This begins a cycle that leads to guilt and
remorse, shame and depression, recommitment, and finally performance, before again
reencountering stressors.

Figure 5.2. Represents an illustration example of the Addiction Cycle,36 which is deeply rooted within the
human condition.
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As previously noted and connected to humanity’s consumer identity, addictive behavior
can encompass a number of things in one’s effort to compensate.37 Humans substitute one
‘thing’ for the ‘thing’ one is perceived to lack—people simply compensate. The
‘therapeutic’ ethos that emerges within a culture of consumption offers evidence of this
addictive consumer tendency found in all of humanity, as people strive for the Holy Grail
of happiness. This aim principally adopts individualism and materialism in American
consumer iCulture, turning the focus of humanity inward, encouraging a perpetual quest
for personal satisfaction.

Controlling Lives: Advertising to Children & Youth
Within this struggle for happiness, humans embrace an emerging story in which
one lives both practically and theoretically. However, Bakhtin argues that such a life (or
being) is not the actual life one lives, but instead a life constructed in abstraction from the
historical act of living.38 What one longs for can bring about creative substitution, in
pursuit of the emotional touchstones desired to represent one’s persona or life story.
American iCulture feeds this bent. The idea of exploiting feelings associated with lacking
something—especially happiness—is a strategy that knows no age boundary. In fact,
companies influence consumers by starting to shape lives at a very young age, especially
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since the buying power of children and youth have increased at a rapid pace over the last
several years. The typical American child of the twenty-first century is immersed in the
consumer marketplace in a manner that is unequalled in previous history.39 Traditional
marketing techniques that are revealed through television commercials include repetition,
catchy and interesting product features, branded characters, and celebrity endorsements.40
The repetition of ‘messages’ is an important component of ‘positioning,’ in the battle for
one’s mind. Umberto Eco explains this technique as “mass-media lists.” He writes,
The technique of the list is not intended to cast doubt or any order in the world,
on the contrary its purpose is to reiterate that the universe of abundance and
consumption, available to all, represents the only model of ordered society.41

These techniques have become staples in successful campaigns that intentionally target
children, tweens, and teens.
While television is one of the most preferred mediums for reaching children and
youth, marketers are perfecting new ways to influence this target group online through
computer games, mobile phones and other digital devices, including new tablets.42 Not
only do children and youth represent a new segment of buying power, they are also
continuously shaping buying decisions for their families. American children view an
estimated 40,000 commercials, along with making approximately 3,000 requests for
products and/or services, every year.43 Schor writes,
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As kids age, they turn to teen culture, which is saturated with violence, alcohol,
drugs, and guns. Teen media depict a manipulated and gratuitous sexuality, based
on unrealistic body images, constraining gender stereotypes, and, all too
frequently, the degradation of women. The dominant teen culture is also rife with
materialism and preaches that if you’re not rich, you’re a loser.44

Marketers are intentionally focusing on children, investing tremendous resources in
creating culture that elevates messages that have shown profitable with teens. This
strategy, while lucrative for marketers, sends dangerously mixed messages that are
contextually challenging for younger audiences, and produce unhealthy consequences
that exploit the consumer posture. This is especially true during the Christmas buying
season (see fig. 5.3).

Figure 5.3. A cartoon example expressing consumption culture and its effects on children. The cartoon uses
a political argument over the message of Christmas as a Christian holiday, rather than a politically-correct
shopping season, all the while exposing the real issue at hand. (2005).

One of the most effective means of shaping buying decisions in an emerging
iCulture comes through product placement. Product placement, particularly in movies, is

44
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as old as moviemaking itself.45 When people, including children, watch entertaining
programming that features, for example, an Apple product (such as a Mac, iPad, iPhone,
etc.), his/her perception can be altered to consider the possession of such products as a
method of gaining acceptance from others, by way of sharing the perceived value of
brand identity. Product placement as we know it today, can be traced back to Steven
Spielberg’s ET: The Extra-Terrestrial, in which Hershey’s Reese’s Pieces™ were used to
lure E.T. into Elliott’s house.46 In response to this strategy, a young audience linked
pleasant feelings to the product, resulting in increased sales for Reese’s Pieces™—an
emotional response based on observation, association, and participation. Such activity is
not exclusive to movies, as product placement finds affinity in all forms of media today.
It is estimated that seventy-five percent of all scripted primetime network television
shows actually feature products and plotlines that commercial advertisers have
purchased.47 Considering this along side the advancement of technology and the opening
of new communication channels, the ability to distinguish between commercial and
program content can be blurred into a seamless and effective presentation.48 This is a
solid example of ‘dialogic’ voices and ‘dialogic’ formation.
Programming that began to blur such lines, elevating the influence of music from
an audio event to a visual one as well, came with the debut of Music Television (MTV).
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MTV, which hit airwaves August 1, 1981, has now become an industry leader in
programming that creates its own culture for youth and young adults, and paved the way
for such unreal shows as The Real World.49 The fast pace of MTV was initially designed
to position music videos as viable programming to sell products.50 More than that, it has
contributed to shaping pop culture, erasing the illusionary boundaries within its
programming and revealing the central mediating position of advertising—essentially,
everything on MTV is a commercial, making it virtually impossible to distinguish
content.51 Where does The Real World end and the real world begin? Success with these
strategies rests on the theory that advertising is most effective when consumers do not
recognize it as advertising at all. This is particularly true when those consumers are
children and youth. MTV paved the way for this, closing the gap between culture and
marketing, and making it very difficult to tell one from the other.52
The search for identity among this landscape can become very complicated for
emerging generations. Within consumer culture, the shift from intrinsic (natural and
essential) goals to the extrinsic (external and constructed) goals in life, has displaced
social engagement in society.53 A study published in Clinical Psychology Review claims
that consumer culture and individualism have raised the bar of expectations so high for
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children and youth that mental health has suffered as a result.54 The research supports that
people pursuing extrinsic goals, such as money, looks, and status, are more likely to
suffer from widespread anxiety and depression.55 Though there are many factors that
influence generational changes in anxiety and depression, “much theorizing has focused
on the role of materialism, individualism, unrealistic expectations, and unstable
relationships.”56 The shift from intrinsic to extrinsic goals, which slowly begins at birth
for young people, is fueled by advertisements and other promotional messages,
intensifying and implying that happiness depends on good looks, popularity, and
possessions.57 Such a bombardment of ‘voices’ can hold devastating consequences during
the emerging years of one’s identity formation. The ‘dialogic’ impact on a younger
audience constrains how younger consumers read an already fuzzy commercial
landscape. However, from an ‘outsider’ perspective, it also helps to reframe the question:
What voices am I listening to that are reshaping MY image?

Creating a “Living” Story
It is apparent that consumers are not only being designed in a culture of
consumption, but also continually told what to accept as the ‘norm.’ With regard to the
influence of buying decisions, marketers persist in making great strides. However, again,
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one must ask, “Where is Jesus?” In a “Me”-centered world, how do consumers
successfully peel back the ‘dialogic’ layers personifying who one is becoming? What
about theology? Ethics? What about one’s understanding of the church and its role in the
world? The ‘dialogic’ interplay of ‘voices’ at work in the world today desire to reshape
humanity’s image for a profitable end, while simultaneously subduing, overtaking, and
consuming the ‘voice’ of God that should be heard through the church. Yet in this battle
for mind and identity (as representing the intrinsic example of what “living” looks like in
our world today), humanity makes the conscious and unconscious choice to engage in
‘participation’ and ‘performance,’ or not. While humans are a part of God’s story, which
is ever unfolding, the church still has to define, by both words and actions (individually
and corporately), what it means to be in this world but not of this world. First, however,
the ‘Christian’ must determine what world he/she is in, especially when trying to address
the questions: “Who am I?” and “What do I believe?”

The Wonderful World of Disney
No company, on the legacy of one man, has done a better job of stirring human
emotion and inspiring consumers to ‘buy-in’ than the Walt Disney Company. Walter E.
Disney, or “Walt” as he was famously known, was arguably in a class by himself.
Richard Schickel, wrote that Disney personified the
unconscious expressions of everything that had shaped his personality and of a
good many things that had, for good or ill, shaped all of us who are Americans
born of [the twentieth] century.58
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Disney was a shaping force in American culture, whose legacy continues to reach deep
into the hearts and minds of children and adults today. It is safe to say that if MTV,
Facebook, Google, YouTube, and Apple are some of the building blocks of iCulture,
Walt Disney then rests as the rock-solid foundation, and the girders that bridge the past
with future trends. Disney focused continually on moving forward by way of creative
vision, while his career represented “a living demonstration that the American Dream
sometimes works out in a reality stranger than fiction.”59 He was the original
“Imagineer.” Through such dreaming, Disney began to introduce American consumers to
a product that was welcomed with open arms, and one perfectly timed for a country that
needed such a commodity. Disney’s product was that of escape. William Arnal,
expresses it well by writing, “What the whole Disney experience offers us is the implicit
and covert claim that the positive or utopian resides in a place distant from the real
world.”60 The real world is often too painful to endure continuously, making an
alternative world of fantasy an easier choice and welcomed escape, while also preparing
the way for the ‘therapeutic.’ By way of creative imagination and his own life experience,
Disney’s world began to emerge, where by fantasy represented the ideal, by virtue of
separation from the everyday reality of life’s challenges. A substitutional “living” story,
of what life could be—mediated by Disney—was (and is) appealing to all ages, providing
the perfect platform for such escape.
Pre-World War II, during a time known as the Golden Age of Animation, Disney
debuted the now animated classics, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Pinocchio,
59
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Fantasia, and Bambi, with Alice in Wonderland and Peter Pan not too far behind. By
way of childlike imagination, dreams, wishes, and a little pixie dust, Disney created a
whole other world—one that welcomed (and embraced like family) the tired,
overwhelmed, and worried. One could argue that Disney’s world offered hope and a
sense of control by quietly teaching morals, values, and beliefs, all the while becoming
the “Happiest place on earth!”61—a location the human condition surely covets. Even so,
according to Bob Thomas, Disney did not want religion in any of his movies and, “He
never made a religious film, and churchmen were rarely portrayed in Disney movies.”62
Despite this, the frequent use of theological words, like faith, believe, miracle, blessing,
sacrifice, and divine, are prevalent in his work.63 Disney has taught children and adults of
all ages that all you have to do is “believe!” or that everything will be fine “when you
wish upon a star,” and that to fly through life all we need is a little “faith, trust, and some
pixie dust!” Mark Pinsky exposes the impact Disney’s world has had on ethical
underpinning of American children. He writes,
Millions of children around the world know much of what they do about the
practical application of right and wrong from Disney. In the Western world in
particular, the number of hours children spend receiving moral instruction in
houses of worship is dwarfed by the amount of time spent sitting in front of
screens large and small, learning values from Disney movies and other
programming. For the past seventy-five years, through its films, toys, books, and
theme parks, Disney has created a world of fantasy—based on a set of shared
American beliefs — that both entertains and educates children in this country and
around the world.64
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Similarly, Time magazine writer Richard Corliss recorded the following on the
subject in 1988, writing,
Walt’s entertainment edifice was a unique institution — a cathedral of popular
culture whose saints were mice and ducks, virgin princesses and lurking sprites,
little boys made of wood and little girls lost in wonderland. Virtually every child
attended this secular church, took fear and comfort from its doctrines, and finally
outgrew it.65

Such arguments force the question: Have Americans really outgrown Disney?
Based on his legacy, it is safe to say that for Baby Boomers, Generation X, Y and now
the iGeneration, Disney’s world has almost preceded consumer culture formation and has
been foundational to the consumer approach of negotiating life and the pursuit of
happiness. Does Disney’s product of ‘escape’ (and the building blocks of the
‘therapeutic’) call consumers back to an emotional need linked to a particular childhood
experience? Response to the Disney product is telling. Walt Disney World Resort
(Orlando, Florida) boasts millions66 of visitors every year, presenting Disney’s world in a
tangible form, supported by more than 62,000 employees, which makes it the largest
single-site employer in the United States67—evidence of supply meeting demand. For
many Americans in pursuit of happiness, this alternative world has become a welcomed
escape, both metaphorically and in reality, while quietly shaping beliefs, morals, and
values for generations. According to Christopher Jamison, the abbot of Worth Abbey in
southern England, and author of Finding Happiness, Disney provides “the new
65
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pilgrimage that children desire, a rite of passage into the meaning of life according to
Disney.”68 In the wake of such claims, Disney remains the solid foundation from which
one man’s legacy (to “keep moving forward”) materializes, continually influencing the
innovative thinking and dreams of countless businesses and individuals.

The NEW Disney: Apple or Oranges?
While Steve Jobs may not have been Walt Disney, clearly the dreams and
innovation of Jobs sustained the momentum behind the success of Apple, Inc., which
arguably is a leader in cultural innovation today. Like Disney, Jobs embraced the ability
to dream big and seemingly peer into the minds of consumers and future markets. Apple
has done such a good job of leading consumers that consumer expectations now point
beyond Apple toward a belief system that actively reaches for the “what if?” in life.
Consumer expectation of Apple is high, to say the least. Perhaps it is then not ironic that
Steve Jobs held the largest single stake in Disney, as a result of a 2006 deal where Disney
bought Pixar while Jobs was then Pixar’s CEO.69 Through a synergistic partnership, Pixar
and Disney redefined technological advances in visual storytelling on the big screen,
along with the marketing of such stories, within the expanding framework of a new
world.
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Apple’s strategic innovation, back under the leadership of Jobs,70 positioned the
company as the “Disney” of the technology industry, and like MTV, Apple continues to
blur the lines between marketing and culture today. Technology has become like a
religion, where consumers may not believe in God, but still find a need for both mystery
and wonder.71 Before the iPad was officially announced, in media circles it was being
called the “Jesus tablet.” Following the hype and much anticipated unveiling of the new
“tablet,” there was media pushback that questioned the need for such a new product.
Daniel Lyons proposed, in his Newsweek article, that regardless, “Whatever
disappointment we might have felt says more about us than about Apple.”72 Has the
magical culture Apple (and others) kept moving forward created consumer expectations
that are actually “unreal?” Do such expectations feed one’s pursuit of the very thing a
person is lacking—that for which an iPad cannot substitute?
In a CNN Tech online report, Mark Millian begins his article with the statement,
“Next time Grandma asks why you’re going to the mall on Sunday morning instead of
church, tell her you’re going to Apple Chapel.”73 In the story, Millian called attention to a
BBC documentary, which highlighted neurological research that involved the testing of
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consumers who purchased Apple products. The report showed that tests on Apple
fanatics uncovered that, “images of the technological company’s gadgets lit up the same
parts of the brain as images of a deity do for religious people.”74 While Apple might
represent a kind of god for some consumers, have such powerful brands, by way of a
good story, achieved a competitive advantage over the God who desires to transform the
Christian’s mind?75 The battle intensifies.

Virtual Performance: The New Life?
In the Google Age, technology has become a way of life through next-generation
computers, the Internet, smart phones, texting, and social networking. TGiF has taken on
a new celebratory meaning of technological proportions.76 Such tools have been
leveraged at the dawn of a new millennium, ushering consumers into what some call the
“Facebook Era.” This phenomenon is causing a technological shift from “developer”
control to being distributed, engaging, and empowering for the individual.77 What the real
world cannot offer, virtual living makes possible—it is an act. According to Lee Siegel,
the Method theory employed by actors has leaped off the stage in order to mimic a
‘performance’ by way of a constructed persona of ordinary Americans.78 Humans
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continue to believe that life is to be lived in compartments, thus an identity is needed for
each. Siegel claims that such engagement is causing a move to take place from American
pop culture to participatory culture.
Companies like Apple have continued to intertwine within culture the very
options Disney originally positioned through fantasy and escape. Linden Labs, for
example, turned “idea” into virtual reality with its launch of Second Life in 2003. Second
Lifers not only can develop and design their own avatar, but they have “control” over
their persona and virtual life in a way they may not in the real world. For humans
consumed in tension between the desire to be both individualistic and relational, virtual
worlds like Second Life can further compromise the already blurring lines between what
is real and what is fake or what is right and what is wrong, particularly when fulfilling
emotional need. Such was the case reported in March of 2010 in Korea where a 41-yearold male and a 25-year-old female neglected feeding their newborn daughter, to the point
of her death. Instead, they were consumed with raising a “virtual” daughter in an online
game similar to that of Second Life.79 The story explained that investigators concluded
the couple indulged themselves in such virtual activity in order to escape the reality of
life. Do such inconceivable tragedies determine automatically that technology is the
problem? Is there instead something very human and broken—revealed in the imago
consumere—in what unfolds in such an example?
Tillich argues that it is one’s uncontrolled human desire that creates masks
causing people to be someone they are not in reality.80 Tillich’s statement points to the
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human embrace of escape. Shih explains that, “Technology-centric technology was the
result of an immaturity of our systems and thinking.”81 It is not the end-all for social and
participatory interaction. Instead, technology makes available (to a larger number of
people) a way for one’s entire life—through images, timely posts, relationships, shared
emotions, etc.—to be distinguished from others. Only the person choosing to engage
“participation” and/or “performance” knows if the reflecting image is ‘true.’
The struggle to be the person God has created one to be often leads a person into
the development of a persona—the image one believes will bring about the emotional
connection one deeply desire. Perhaps the quiet hope is for others (‘outsiders’) to see and
understand one’s inner heart, as if to say, “I see you.”82 Social networking outlets like
Twitter, Google, the iPhone, Facebook (TGiF) and others, can be used effectively to open
new channels of communication, which previously did not exist. Perhaps if used properly
such tools can help humans not only connect, but can also enhance a person’s pursuit of
relational happiness in order to reach beyond the virtual world into a “living” reality. The
possibility of this becomes even more exciting within a Christian context of God’s
“networked kingdom” when people consider the incarnation of Jesus Christ and the
communal connection shared through him.83
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Image Marketing
Though the heart may long for communal connection, the flesh desires and strives
for individualism. Humanity is on the eve of a post-consumer culture, as people are
uniquely becoming brands of their own. Image marketing, as a strategy of brand
development, has begun to propose that everyone is a brand and that collectively all
brands (consumers and companies) enhance one another, generating this iCulture/“Me”
world. In 1996, Derek Armstrong and Kam Wai Yu introduced the Persona Principle™
as a primary component of image marketing. While their system for corporate identity
was controversial when first introduced, one can argue that today these truths appear
foundational to the concept of ‘performance.’ The four basic rules of the principle
include:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Image is power.
Be perceived as the best and you will become the best.
Your reputation is more important than your bank account.
There is more value in appearing successful than in being successful.84

Armstrong and Lee add that a successful image only becomes visible with a carefully
crafted persona, in which image is first, truth is second, credibility third, and money is at
best fourth in value.85 Carrying on the legacy of such ideas, in 2010, Peter Arnell
carefully gave direction, with respect to brand “You.” He writes,
To rebrand yourself as an individual, the first thing you have to do is take all the
values and history and uniqueness that are you and back them into the image you
want to establish for your friends, colleagues, and the outside world.86
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Arnell also names Jesus Christ, Julius Caesar, Oprah, Martha Stewart, Lady Gaga, and
Will.i.am as celebrity examples of “people brands.”87 Human brands say more about who
or what someone desires or aspires to be rather than one’s true identity. This self-image
posture struggles to answer the question: What do others think about me? The measuring
of success today has come about by way of outward appraisal by others.88 This is
especially true in consumer society, where uniqueness reigns. No longer are emerging
generations following the patterns left by their parents and grandparents to determine the
answer. Instead, they are on a path of self-discovery. The idea that we enhance one
another and create culture suggests that identity is linked to group affiliation—in the
midst of the rise and growth of individualism—and consequently has resulted in identity
becoming a more personal matter.89 This human characteristic is essential to the church
because ‘Christian’ identity first begins as personal (individual) and then is made
manifest as corporate (communal). Successful companies recognize the potential of this
same human characteristic, outside the church, capitalizing on it for profit. In many cases,
this results in a re-accentuation of images within one’s own story and cultural context, in
order to encourage brand loyalty.

Re-accentuation: New Semiotics of Genesis 3
Central to Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism, here one must consider ‘reaccentuation’ in relationship to image marketing. Re-accentuation for Bakhtin meant that
inside the ‘dialogic’ nature of culture, dialogue is open-ended and unfinalized within the
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image, interacting with other ‘voices’ and utterances, and bringing about an enhanced
meaning—or re-accentuation. Bakhtin explained that, “Every age re-accentuates in its
own way the works of its most immediate past.”90 For example, in one’s most personal
past, the manner in which a person remembers and retells one’s story is greatly affected
by the past and current ‘voices’ of influence. Therefore, when the message, image, or
‘work’ is skewed or enhanced, the meaning then becomes skewed or enhanced, offering
new insights that change its semiotic value. Form and content cannot be easily separated,
regarding what is revealed (content) and how it is communicated (form).91

Figure 5.4. An ad for POM Wonderful, 100% pomegranate juice. The $10 million ad campaign included
both television, print, and other media usage, and featured a naked Eve, conspicuously painted body art,
and a large snake (2010). The imagery in this ad is an intentional re-accentuation of Genesis 3.

In image marketing, ‘value’ has more to do with degrees of perception and acceptance,
rather than money. Re-accentuation, as an activity within dialogism, (and here associated
with image marketing) is consciously and casually prompted in order to enhance the
‘message’ for intentional gain or destruction, usually involving the ability to entice an
90
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emotional response. Take for instance a POM Wonderful ad (see fig. 5.4) from a 2010
campaign, which features a naked Eve with a large snake. The voice-over for the
television commercial (and ad copy for related collateral materials) says/reads,
Some scholars believe it wasn’t an apple, but a ruby-red, antioxidant-rich
pomegranate, with which Eve tempted Adam. And only POM Wonderful has the
juice of four whole pomegranates and is backed by modern science. Powerful
then. POM Wonderful now.92

This ad is an intentional re-accentuation of Genesis 3, pressing the recipient
(hearer/onlooker) of the ‘message’ heavily with emotional signals, which are designed to
promote the sexual benefits of POM Wonderful. In addition to the skewed message
delivered by such ads, the commodification of the female body further complicates how
this message is read. Baudrillard calls this strategy in advertising the ‘erotic prostitution’
of the female body, which encourages the hallucination and mental play of erotic female
images as objects of idolatry.93 Does sex sell? Regardless of whether its use as an
emotional lever produces intended results, sex in advertising is everywhere in America.
One can find it in television commercials, magazines, in retail stores, on the Internet, on
the side of buses, in restaurants, and in just about every public space.94
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Figure 5.5. An ad for Dior perfume—Hypnotic Poison. This ad also features a subtle likeness to Eve,
accompanied by a large snake (2008). While the ad is also an intentional re-accentuation of the Genesis 3
story, its focus remains on the temptation of passion fruit as a “hypnotic poison.”

A Christian Dior ad (see fig. 5.5) takes a slightly different approach than does the
POM Wonderful campaign. The “Hypnotic Poison” example, while also used as
collateral material for in-store promotions, focuses on the temptation of passion fruit,
while also embracing clearly sexual overtones. However, rather than the female body, the
Dior ad seems to position the product as the central tempter, as an essential component to
alluring beauty. Lasn argues that within the fashion and cosmetic industries, advertisers
aim attention at renewing and reinventing physiognomy commodities, dehumanizing
humanity in the process, and inadvertently adjusting the semiotics of such advertising.95
Clearly, the line between sexual emotion and product benefits is often blurred in
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advertising related to health, fashion, and beauty. Yet, such methods are not limited to an
industry where sex and the use of ‘body image’ is a common practice. While I have
previously shared the neurological characteristics tied to Apple’s product line and
product positioning, the following ad represents an early campaign of Apple, which also
delivers an intentional re-accentuation of Genesis 3.

Figure 5.6. An ad for Apple Computer (now Apple, Inc.) (1980), also using a re-accentuation of Genesis 3
to encourage customer feedback on the use of the company’s early computers. This ad can be classified as
pre-iCreativity marketing strategy.
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While such images and messages are brimming over in culture, it is also worth
noting a couple of other examples of re-accentuation. First, the names of Adam and Eve,
rendered in a typographical logo that resembles an apple, have become synonymous with
sex and sexual pleasure. The Adam & Eve brand symbolizes the corporate identity of
Adam & Eve retail stores, which sell sex toys, videos, lingerie, and more. The company’s
website boasts that, “Adam & Eve stores provide a safe, friendly environment for
women, men, and couples to explore romance and erotica.”96 The ‘positioning’ of this
brand borrows credibility from the Genesis 3 story and through re-accentuation quietly
suggests approval for, and acceptance by, consumers. One could argue that the
fundamental product message here could be interpreted as: Erotic sex is not only good,
but it is encouraged and supported by the safe and friendly stores of Adam & Eve. This
kind of softened and friendly interpretive message easily gains casual acceptance within a
culture of consumption. Turning from retail toward broadcast television one can discover
the ABC show, Desperate Housewives. The show features, as its branded mark, an image
of a naked Eve, accompanied by the serpent, and an apple in the foreground. This
program, sexual nuances included, contains numerous messages that both shape and
entertain viewers. One might argue that the primary message here could be read as:
Deception is the key to love, sex, prosperity, and happiness. Regardless, ratings prove the
show is being received with open arms.
I have presented here only a few obvious examples of how image marketing and
advertising strategies can, by way of re-accentuation, change the ‘meaning’ or emphasis
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within the associated message and/or images.97 There is a powerful use of creativity in the
linguistics of image marketing. Cooke insists that graphic design is the ‘language’ of
emerging generations. He writes,
From the intense graphic design of videogames, to the pioneering special effects
of major motion pictures, to the storyboards of music videos and commercials,
and high definition television, young people today speak the language of
design.98

The linguistic significance of design, experienced within iCulture, determines how one
interprets the world in which one exists, along with the ‘signs’ one encounters. The
defining semiotic feature of images, or ‘signs,’ is that they represent or ‘stand for’ other
things.99 Commercial images contain strategic metaphoric properties, specifically when
encountered as iconic brands in consumer culture. Such examples, as those shared within
this section, which powerfully engage the creative use of ‘language’ within image
marketing, present new semiotics of Genesis 3—disconnecting the story from its
religious roots and re-telling a new story in a manner that re-orients and re-shapes the
target audience. The POM Wonderful ad (fig. 5.4) boldly draws upon the hinted
credibility of biblical scholarship in promoting its product, covertly offering the approval
of an outside party of perceived authority.
Surrounded by a consumer culture, and embodying a consumer posture, humans
are desensitized to present reality in the face of messages and images that scream
unreality. Eco prompts attention from a metaphysical perspective, that “the presence of
97
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one element is necessary for the absence of the other.”100 In essence, even advertising and
marketing inadvertently develops a cultural-linguistic tradition of its own, in which the
methods of how consumers read a multitude of messages are substituted almost as
frequently as the messages themselves. The identification of a problem offset by a
suitable solution becomes credible, simply ‘because.’ Acceptance comes by way of
identified absence. The new semiotics of Genesis 3 (exemplified in this section) can
contain various and subtle exchanges among the building blocks of identity and belief,
ironically due to overexposure. The ‘dialogic’ voices are plentiful. Who told you that you
were naked?101 Was it POM Wonderful®, Christian Dior, or Steve Jobs?

The American ‘Christian’ Dream?
The American ‘Christian’ Dream demands control of its destiny. Human desire
supports the belief that “You can have your cake and eat it too,” among shameless
sentimentality that trades for a rewarding American ‘Christian’ story. In this ‘purchased’
and time-honored ‘story,’ happiness becomes a manufactured commodity, bearing God’s
full seal of approval. This aberrant version of Christianity is so commonplace and
absorbed within iCulture—and has so consumed American consumer ‘Christians’—that
it is perceived as the “norm” or standard code. This ‘code’ encourages habit-forming
behavior, which turns a blind eye to ‘truth’ in favor of more manageable, although,
consequential choices. What results in this American ‘Christian’ Dream has less to do
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with Christianity and more to do with entertainment, feel-good messages, and self-help
solutions—a designed destiny.
Micklethwait and Wooldridge describe this version as “Christianity Lite—a bland
and sanitized faith that is about as dramatic as the average shopping mall.”102 Within a
culture of consumption, the church in many ways has taken on a manufactured identity in
order to find favor within an ever-shifting culture. Yet, as Stevenson argued in
connection to the marketing efforts of the church, one could also say that the ‘target
audience’ might see almost any engagement of culture by the church as suspicious. 103
Brett McCracken calls a faith, which is more concerned about its image and appeal than
its value to the outside world, one of “hipster Christianity.”104 Considering all of this,
avoidance is still not the proper course to chart for a church (or an individual Christian,
for that matter), which intends to fulfill the mission Jesus commands. Despite this, the
church must even now define what it looks like to be in but not of the world in which it is
engaged. How instead did the church design and embark upon the quest of individual
happiness as an American ‘Christian’ destiny?
Among other later influences, Russell Herman Conwell, through his famous
sermon “Acres of Diamonds,” can be linked to the seeds of today’s “prosperity gospel.”
The message, which the Baptist minister delivered more than six thousand times between
1873 and 1924, was “a prototypical example of the Gospel of Wealth.”105 Most humans
102

Mickeltwait and Wooldridge, 189.

103

See again, Tyler Wigg-Stevenson, “Jesus is Not a Brand: Why it is dangerous to make
evangelism another form of marketing,” Christianity Today, January 2009, 22.
104
Brett McCracken, Hipster Christianity: When Church and Cool Collide, (Grand Rapids: Baker
Books, 2010), 12.
105

Griffith, 302.

144
are always open to a happier ‘story,’ particularly one that leads to wealth and valuable
solutions. Such a tendency is the reason that “the gospel of self-help and prosperity is as
American as apple pie.”106 According to a poll conducted by Time magazine in 2006, 17
percent of all American Christians claimed they considered themselves a part of the
“prosperity gospel” movement, followed by a full 61 percent that agreed with the
statement, “God wants people to be prosperous.”107 Being prosperous in America also
demands keen positive thinking. Barbara Ehrenreich offers an engaging argument of how
such positive thinking is eroding the American spirit, while taking a glance at how it also
finds affinity with the prosperity gospel. Ehrenreich explains that Televangelist Joyce
Meyer identified one’s ‘attitude,’ as the determining factor for the kind of life one will
live—not piety or faith in Christ, but attitude—because, as Meyer explained, God is
positive.108 Positive thinking, a prosperous outlook, and abiding happiness are alluring
products. Overflowing money is not bad either. Ehrenreich goes on to note that the
wealth of top positive-thinking evangelists was considered so outrageous that in 2007
Senator Chuck Grassley launched a probing investigation related to tax-deductions, into
not only Meyer but also Benny Hinn, Kenneth and Gloria Copeland, and Creflo Dollar.109
American ‘Christianity’ has become big business and a dream come true for
some. Profit-motivated decisions today may take precedence over ‘mission’ in
connection to business models, which are pursuing the American ‘Christian’ Dream. In
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2006, Joel Osteen, chief pastor of Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas, was named
“America’s most influential Christian” by Church Report magazine, on the heals of being
dubbed by Barbara Walters as “America’s Most Fascinating Pastor.”110 Osteen is
arguably today’s leading proponent for the prosperity gospel. Along with his own bestselling book, Osteen’s church boasts more than a million dollars in weekly offerings and
owns a television ministry that reaches more than seven million people worldwide.111 The
marketing connections, people influenced, and product spin-offs are “abundant.” For
Conwell, however, his “Gospel of Wealth” was intended to encourage one’s personal
funding of ministry, and for the needs of others to which one ministers. He did not live an
extravagant lifestyle, and in fact died the “penniless millionaire,”112 as a generous
philanthropist in ministry. This is quite the contrast to Ehrenreich’s highlight of the
private jet and the $23,000 antique marble toilet of Meyer.113 Nevertheless, in today’s
American iCulture it is safe to say that emerging ‘Christians’ are very much being led in
wandering directions, and persuaded to ‘buy-in’ to an overabundance of ‘Christianized’
products, which generate a tremendous market valuation. When the theology of
prosperity and wealth stimulates a believer to consume, it reinforces the very consumer
posture he/she embodies.114 This, again, prompts the question, “Where is Jesus?”
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Upon the creative premise of Walt Disney, numerous companies have carried
forward a legacy that has stirred human emotion and offered the product of ‘escape’—
literally and metaphorically. The church can learn from innovators like The Walt Disney
Company, Apple, Facebook, MTV, Pixar, and countless others, if it is willing to more
closely understand humanity’s endless pursuit of happiness, both inside and outside its
walls. Personal happiness is a serious matter, and people are careful about what or whom
to trust when it comes to their long-term happiness.115 The living ‘story’ of escape in the
life of the American ‘Christian’ is an expensive story to ‘buy-in’ to, and one that can
bring damaging consequences to identity formation, and accordingly to the church. The
‘dialogic’ makeup of the American ‘Christian’ Dream offers the pretense of feel-good
self-help that is locked in a psychological battle with desire. This ‘dream’—which could
be more accurately branded a ‘nightmare’—produces a manufactured version of
‘Christian’ identity that suffers from Sweet’s diagnosis of JDD.116 Usurping this ‘dream’
makes the answers to “Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” very painful for one’s
consumer posture to claim as ‘truth.’ Regrettably, pain habitually leads ‘Christians’ to the
addictive and value-perceived ‘event’ of avoidance.
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As shared in the Introduction, JDD stands for “Jesus Deficit Disorder,” presented by Leonard
Sweet in his book, So Beautiful: Divine Design for Life and the Church, (David C. Cooke, 2009).

CHAPTER SIX
SUBVERTING THE IMAGO CONSUMERE:
FOLLOWING JESUS ‘IN’ AMERICAN CONSUMER iCULTURE
Thomas Wolfe was right.1 I do represent the sum of all the moments of my life;
therefore, I am inclined to reply, “So what?” If, as Bakhtin contends, “Life by its very
nature is dialogic,”2 then why should this concern me? It should be a concern to me (and
all of humanity) because the dialogic nature of life personifies a living reflection of the
fortified imago consumere. The imago consumere represents the ‘dialogic thickness’ and
significant consequences of dialogic convergence, shaping one’s selfhood by way of
polyphony stimuli, ‘dialogic truth,’ and choices made based on emotional and sensual
reasoning. Some of us ‘Christians’ are “playing church” (a.k.a. ‘purchasing’ a persona)
and Jesus has been missing the entire time.3 Today’s American ‘Christian’ is a product of
American iCulture, directly and indirectly, and reflects little of a Christ-like image much
less what Jesus intended the church to embody. The Jesus ‘brand’ has become one of
many options from which ‘Christians’ can glean personal and corporate brand equity,
simply by way of association or transaction—no personal commitment required (tax and
title not included). Demonstrating such a posture, and ‘under the influence’ of the
‘voices’ of today’s consumption culture, the pace at which humanity is negotiating life is
evolving dangerously, creating harmful consequences with each ‘transaction.’ This is
how the identity of today’s ‘Christian,’ and the resulting theology, is being shaped in
1
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American consumer iCulture. Therefore, one can continue to turn a blind eye and
‘pretend,’ or one can turn toward Christ for the ability to begin to see, and start a new
journey that becomes the new life God intended. In this chapter, I will explore what it
looks like to turn toward Jesus and follow him in American iCulture, in connection to the
Jewish roots of Jesus’ ‘rabbinic invitation’ and its significance for Christians today. This
will include the review of a practice of discipleship pioneered around the pattern
discover, claim, and live, illuminated by Jesus’ self-identity, expressed in his words, “I
am the way, the truth, and the life.”4 Such a discipleship pattern can teach and reinforce
the gravity of a ‘monologic’ response to Jesus’ ‘rabbinic invitation’ of “follow me”5 in
order to subvert the imago consumere.

The Significance of Dialogic Convergence
Uncovering, defining, and exposing the significance of dialogic convergence has
been a central concern of this project, as I have worked to peel back many undisclosed,
ignored, and assumed ‘dialogic’ layers (see fig. 6.1) that make up ‘Christian’ identity on
both a personal (individual) and corporate (the church) level in an American consumer
context. Within the located dialogical boundaries of the influential layer/emerging years
of one’s identity formation, civil ‘voices’ gain a tight grip on the psychological,
philosophical, sociological, epistemological, and theological makeup of every individual.
Specifically, the ‘voices’ of image marketing and advertising contain stealth-like
reverberations that quietly shape selfhood in unassuming ways. When these ‘voices’
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press up against those ‘voices’ that have been foundational to one’s emerging identity, a
kind of re-accentuation takes place. For example, when the voice “Learn to share with
your friends” (from the foundational layer) collides with “Don’t trust anyone but
yourself” (of the influential layer), new priorities and values shift within an individual.
Knowledge can become skewed, expectations hoisted, entitlement take center stage, selfimage purchased, and compensation can lead to addictive behavior. The quest for
‘happiness’ takes precedence, and in this posture, one does not fully represent the ‘true’
and complete ‘creation’ God intends (or intended). Instead, one wrestles with insecurities,
desires, and questions, remaining inwardly focused,6 while reflecting outwardly the very
culture in which one exists, in order to exist. Bakhtin explained this ‘performance’ by
writing,
We act confidently only when we do so not as ourselves, but as those possessed
by the immanent necessity of the meaning of some domain culture.7

Such is the predisposition of the imago consumere. It is humanity’s state of origin within
the world/culture, which spans from the creation layer/birth year through the influential
layer/emerging years, and on toward the applicational layer/reflective years in which one
freely chooses to begin giving one’s entire ‘self’ over to God as an act of sacrificial
worship.8
Unfortunately, the “elephant in the chapel” is that in many ways American
Christianity has become a cultural construct, resulting in not only shallow faith, but it
6
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also has contributed to the very challenges it faces in America. The American Dream and
the business of American Christianity have ‘dialogically’ constructed the ‘American
Christian Dream.’ Prosperity, “Christianity Lite,” self-help, and slick production value,
have become the focal point of churches, rather than a commitment to fulfill the mission
to which Christ first called the church. It is not the ‘contemporary’ worship service or
polished high-church liturgy that renders the solution. Instead, ‘doing church’ well is
exemplified through the theological task of discerning why the ‘language’ of culture
matters, and how that language can be utilized as a map with the purpose of effectively
“elevating” the Good News above the noise of society. Kallenberg contends that
evangelism “must be akin to teaching a foreign language to people who do not yet speak
it.”9 Jesus understood the cultural-linguistic traditions of his day and used them to
connect and communicate with his ‘neighbor.’
Where is Jesus today? Today, it appears that Jesus is outside the church rather
than inside the “Christian bubble,” it often creates. This is prompting some church
leaders to challenge congregations to look beyond their doors, discover where Jesus is
already at work in their communities, and go and join him there. Even so, many churches
in the United States continue to opt for the slow death of ‘attractional’ strategies—
strategies that say, “Come join us” instead of “Come join in with Jesus.”10 The 2010
research of the Barna Group, which revealed how the religious landscape continues to
shift, confirmed what many professionals in the church already knew. The six
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‘megathemes’11 exacerbated Christianity’s already identified image problem within
culture, more clearly offering substance to the current trend. The church in America is
shrinking, and Christianity’s brand gets a low valuation. According to a recent New York
Times article, David Campbell and Robert Putnam, of the University of Notre Dame and
the Harvard Kennedy School, believe that politics is partly to blame. Particularly related
to the influential layer of dialogic formation, the voices of politics have become even
more divisive in the twenty-first century. Campbell and Putnam argue that politics and
religion have been so completely mixed that many Americans are simply opting out of
both.12
In the midst of this unsettled ‘Christian’ landscape, overall, the church is failing
miserably at “making disciples,” deciding instead for evangelistic methods that
unintentionally encourage tendencies that reveal and fortify “consumer Christians.” The
church has been busy telling the wrong stories.13 Dialogic convergence has penetrated
how one thinks about, teaches, and practices the gospel of Christ, expressly leaving
behind the greatest story ever told. Will something beautiful emerge in the wake of the
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death of Christian America?14 How might the church become proactive in answering such
a question? It is in the face of this dilemma that I would like to humbly propose an old
way—reflecting back in order to keep moving forward.

Figure 6.1. Visual illustration representing the dialogic layers within dialogic convergence, emphasizing
the ‘dialogic’ thickness of the many converging ‘voices’ associated with one’s Christian identity formation.

14
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Rediscovering the God of Yahwistic Authority
To begin with, what does it look like to “follow” Jesus within today’s American
iCulture? This is a formidable question, and one that is inescapable considering the
bearing of this project. Through varying combinations of historical inquiry, literary
analysis, exegetical examination, and creative engagement, I will first examine what the
invitation of “follow me” actually called for during the life and times of Jesus in
Palestine, in order to better distinguish what these words mean for ‘Christians’ today. I
will be considering John 1:35-51 for this exploration.15

The Rabbinic Invitation
Jesus’ words of “follow me” were not of casual or social birth. They represented a
significant ‘event’ in the lives of the original hearers, instituted upon the religious
tradition of Judaism. While Jesus’ words can be read in the NT as a persuasive
commission, and on the surface as a casual suggestion, the circumstances in which one
discovers this invitation in the Gospels hint at deeper meaning. F. Scott Spencer argues
that the “follow me” invitations “pack more political punch than is often assumed,
especially in the highly charged atmosphere of Roman-occupied Palestine.”16 Not only
did these words have traditional significance when Jesus walked the earth, but they also
represented the beginning of Jesus’ ‘subversive intent.’17 While Spencer probes the
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literary-narratives and socio-political contexts of the Synoptic Gospels, and reads Jesus’
invitations primarily as imperious, I would like to look at the traditional interrelation of
Jesus’ call as a ‘rabbinic invitation’ in the Johannine context.
Jesus was a Jew. He personifies the God of Yahwistic authority, which most
‘Christians’ do not fully recognize. Jesus grew up studying and engaged in the religious
culture and tradition of Judaism.18 His education would have been like other Jewish
children of the day. Before formal education began, it was the responsibility of the father
to teach his children—a tradition, particularly with the Hebrew Bible, that was later also
applied within Christian and Moslem society.19 Formal education began around five or
six years of age with the study of the written Torah, which was elementary education in
the ( בית ספרhouse of the book), followed at age 10 by the study of the oral Torah in the
( בית מדרשhouse of learning).20 Age 13 represented the religious coming of age ceremony,
the בר מצוה, followed by the study of the ( הלכהrabbinic law) at age 15 (for the most
gifted), one’s readiness for marriage at 18, pursuing a vocation at 20, and fully entering
Jewish communal life at age 30.21 While formal education ended at age 12 or 13, which
was the age when most children were expected to go to work, the most gifted students
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could continue their studies at the בית מדרש.22 Within this level of schooling, if a young
man felt called to live a more radically devoted life of faith, he approached a rabbi and
pleaded to become his ‘disciple’ (or student). A second manner in which the
rabbi/disciple relationship could be initiated, is based on the rabbi’s personal observation
and urging. If a young man showed great potential in his studies, the rabbi/disciple
relationship could also be initiated by the rabbi (or Master). In either case, the
commencement of this relationship first began with the words, “follow me”—a phrase
gleaned from a display of respect for the rabbi, as disciples always followed at least one
step behind their Master.23 If one was on the receiving end of the words “follow me,” this
meant that the candidate had demonstrated great potential and now had to offer a
response. If the response was “Yes” then the candidate became a ‘disciple’ of the rabbi,
leaving his family behind in order to live in the rabbi’s home with others—a boarding
school, in which the rabbi lived and taught in community with all his disciples.24 For
those students that did not show great promise for continuing their education, they
entered the workforce, often connected to their family’s business or field of expertise (i.e.
commercial fishing, carpentry, etc.). When one’s study under a rabbi brought one to
perfect observation of the laws and traditions, the learning process would culminate in the
שמיכה, which was the Jewish tradition of ordination by way of the laying on of hands.25
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This bestowed upon the candidate the title ‘Rabbi,’ (the office of Rabbi, Elder, and
Judge) along with the “authority given him to teach and to act as Judge.”26
Learning and growth was (and is) vital within Jewish tradition and foundational to
the birth of Christianity. Jewish religious teaching was not only central to the religious
community metaphorically, but it was also central to life—The Jewish Temple was the
center of the religious life of Jewish community. Though during his ministry the religious
‘center’ largely rejected him, Jesus was formed and shaped in this community. Therefore,
a ‘Christian’ cannot fully comprehend God’s authority and plan to reconcile humanity
without understanding one’s Judeo-Christian heritage, and the Christian community it
inspirits.

A Dialogic Reality: Jesus in the Johannine Situation
At approximately 30 years old, Jesus began his communal life and ministry.
Having grown up within the religious culture as a Jew, Jesus was aware of the structure
surrounding the rabbinic school of his day, and the Master/disciple relationship.
Therefore, when Jesus called his disciples, they each knew exactly what he meant by the
words “follow me.”27 Such a call for new disciples, while presenting a life-changing
encounter and ‘dialogic’ interplay, would have also involved a journey of unlearning and
relearning toward a new identity. The call of the first disciples, as narrated in the Gospel
of John, reveals several factoring layers and dialogue, including the situation (plot &
events), designer (author & reader/hearer), and characters (theological & historical) (see
26
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fig. 6.2). Therefore, in order to better grasp the significance of Jesus’ call (as a rabbinic
invitation toward a new identity), I will very broadly examine the circumstances of the
Fourth Gospel.
Approximately 70 years after Jesus’ death and resurrection, the Johannine
situation reveals a shifting landscape among the context of an emerging Christian church.
Christianity was no longer made up predominately of Jews, as more and more Gentiles
were introduced to the Christian church. Greek modes of thought and its implications for
an adjusting cultural language had to be considered, framed by a more Platonic view of
the world.28 The ‘dialogic’ characteristics of this setting alone expanded the semiotic
value of words, images, and literary devices. This interdisciplinary quality of
communication, and the problematic considerations which emerged, prove that living
language is most certainly always in a state of change.29 Gnostic influence, Hellenistic
thought, Palestinian Judaism, and heretical Christian teaching were all predominant
considerations within the construct of Johannine thought, while in the midst of also
striving to encourage existing Jewish and Gentile Christians.30 The differences between
the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John are attributed to such an adjusting terrain, in
which Christianity encountered both religious and civil tension. Additionally, the
theological development of John, which presents a “high Christology,” resulted from the
considerable length of time of which many scholars argue as necessary for its
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evolutionary formation.31 The Gospel of John reveals both the humanity and divinity of
Jesus in such a way that readers and hearers readily connect to its unfolding story.
Origen, who was one of its most passionate enthusiasts, rated John as the “firstfruits of
the Gospels,” an assessment which is supported by the church’s frequent use of the
Fourth Gospel in the lectionary.32 Brown points out that while many commentators have
dismissed John as simply a work of theology, its readers must embrace that such theology
was cast in history.33
The Johannine situation provides explanation to readers and hearers of John’s
differences from Matthew and Luke, in being devoid of Jesus’ birth narrative. Yet, the
metaphoric use of the “Word” λόγος,34 along with the obvious connection to the opening
words of the Creation story (e.g., “In the beginning”35) immediately identified with Greek
modes of thought and traditional Jewish heritage. The Fourth Gospel employs culturallinguistics to communicate with a broad audience, while facing multiple crises. One of
which is that Jesus represents the one who has brought God’s life to humanity, while he
also became the object of rejection in the synagogue.36 Though it is clearly not a chapter
of a Dostoevsky novel, bringing Bakhtin into contact with John 1, especially the pericope
concerning the call of the first disciples (1:35-51), uncovers a dialogue of reverberating
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testimonies that are unfinalized and comprise immutable results—a dialogic reality. The
author promptly exposes a pattern conveying that each disciple must begin to take on the
role of an apostle and participate in bringing other people to Jesus.37 The use of Bakhtin
further supports the ‘subversive intent’ of Jesus, while also exposing the author’s urgency
for such activity in the Johannine setting. Paul Anderson’s work with Bakhtin expresses
how “misunderstanding” in John is used as a corrective in the Johannine situation on
multiple levels. His argument first highlights Jesus as the familiar hero/champion within
the Fourth Gospel, paying close attention to details and character engagement, neither of
which (by way of a Bakhtinian reading) represent a first or final word. Such dialogue in
John, inside and outside the text, may not be clear to the conventional minded,
precisely because Jesus as protagonist is portrayed as the ironic “fool.” His
mission is an utter failure in human terms, and yet precisely because of Jesus’
forfeiture of this-worldly success, the tables are diametrically turned.38

Considering such factors, humans have a hard time understanding that what one might
think as right-side up is actually more often upside-down. The Fourth Gospel speaks
toward this tension in ways that, again, rhetorically encourage the process of unlearning
and relearning within the boundaries of identity and discipleship. Such considerations
among the literary framework of Johannine tradition find kinship with Platonic
dialogues.39
The defined pericope for the call of the first disciples in John finds itself as the
climactic trajectory of a decisive beginning in the Gospel narrative. This passage is
preceded by the prologue of Christ the eternal Word (1:1-18); the testimony of John the
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Baptist, who clears the way for the Lord (1:19-28); John’s declaration of Jesus as the
Lamb of God (1:29-34); and then followed by the wedding at Cana and Jesus’ first
miracle (2:1-12); and Jesus clearing the Temple (2:13-22). The call of the first disciples
in the Gospel of John is a rich ‘dialogic’ engagement, unfolding in the subsequent
manner.
The following day John was again standing with two of his disciples. As Jesus
walked by, John looked at him and declared, “Look! There is the Lamb of God!”
When John’s two disciples heard this, they followed Jesus. Jesus looked around
and saw them following. “What do you want?” he asked them. They replied,
“Rabbi” (which means “Teacher”), “where are you staying?” “Come and see,” he
said. It was about four o’clock in the afternoon when they went with him to the
place where he was staying, and they remained with him the rest of the day.
Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, was one of these men who heard what John said
and then followed Jesus. Andrew went to find his brother, Simon, and told him,
“We have found the Messiah” (which means “Christ”). Then Andrew brought
Simon to meet Jesus. Looking intently at Simon, Jesus said, “Your name is
Simon, son of John—but you will be called Cephas” (which means “Peter”). The
next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, “Come,
follow me.” Philip was from Bethsaida, Andrew and Peter’s hometown.
Philip went to look for Nathanael and told him, “We have found the very person
Moses and the prophets wrote about! His name is Jesus, the son of Joseph from
Nazareth.” “Nazareth!” exclaimed Nathanael. “Can anything good come from
Nazareth?” “Come and see for yourself,” Philip replied. As they approached,
Jesus said, “Now here is a genuine son of Israel—a man of complete integrity.”
“How do you know about me?” Nathanael asked. Jesus replied, “I could see you
under the fig tree before Philip found you.” Then Nathanael exclaimed, “Rabbi,
you are the Son of God—the King of Israel!” Jesus asked him, “Do you believe
this just because I told you I had seen you under the fig tree? You will see greater
things than this.” Then he said, “I tell you the truth, you will all see heaven open
and the angels of God going up and down on the Son of Man, the one who is the
stairway between heaven and earth.”40

While the passage culminates with a key dialogue between Nathanael and Jesus, one
cannot get to Nathanael without first looking closely at the call of Philip, and the layers
of dialogue before his call. On the character level, Jesus said to Philip, “Come, follow
me” (1:43). Here the word “follow” is rendered in the original Greek as άκολουθει,
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which means in this sense, “to follow someone as a disciple, be a disciple, follow.”41
Highlighting Gerhard Kittel’s work surrounding the word “follow,” Karl Barth argues
that the substantive “discipleship” (akolouthesis) is not used in the NT, and instead only
the verb “follow” (akolouthein) is applied; translated as “follow after me.”42 Barth
contends that “follow me” is the substance of the call of Jesus, which is a call to
discipleship.43 Danker indicates that the word άκολουθει used in verse 40 and 43 of John
1 relates to the call of a disciple directly.44 Regardless, the context of the dialogue is
revealing.
This encounter, consisting of Jesus’ rabbinic invitation to Philip, is the center of
the pericope. Therefore, Philip’s call must relate to both its analepsis (flashback) and its
prolepsis (flash-forward), echoing and reverberating its crucial place in the narrative.
Looking back in the story, what circumstances/layers surround Philip’s encounter of
Jesus? What impact does Philip’s response to Jesus have as the narrative moves forward?
The recorded rabbinic invitation of Jesus in John 1 furnishes a vantage to stand within the
narrative and look back in order to appreciate the movement forward. This is the only
location in the pericope we read a protagonist/character interaction consisting of “follow
me,” yet a closer reading reveals the indispensable reverberating effects of άκολουθει.
Looking back within the pericope, the analepsis of Philip’s call reveals the
repeated testimony of John the Baptist, naming Jesus as the “Lamb of God” (1:36) from
which his disciples begin to follow Jesus. The first words recorded of Jesus in the Fourth
41
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Gospel are “What do you want?” (1:38). Through such an encounter, it is as if Jesus
speaks directly to the consumer posture of humanity. Brown argues that within the
theological framework of the Fourth Gospel, this question touches on the basic need of
humans that cause a person to turn toward God.45 The first word spoken to Jesus by
John’s disciples in the Fourth Gospel was “Rabbi” (1:38), followed by “where are you
staying?” (1:38). The title of “Rabbi” ῤαββί sets Jesus apart as an authority figure, and
linked with the question, “Where are you staying?” points to a desire of John’s disciples
to become disciples of Jesus. The processes of the traditional rabbinic school (as
previously discussed) expressed that the disciples would follow after and live with the
Rabbi in a sort of boarding school with other disciples. Andrew and an unnamed disciple
reacted to Jesus’ response of “Come and see” (1:39) with obedience, followed Jesus to
where he was staying, and remained there the rest of the day. Andrew then goes and
retrieves his brother Simon, telling him about the Messiah (1:41), and bringing him to
Jesus. Jesus then “looks intently” (1:42) at Simon and renames him to Cephas, which
means Peter (1:42). By “looking intently,” could Jesus then see who Simon was created
to be, thus shifting Simon’s identity?
There also seems to be other connections to consider. Verse 44 reveals what could
easily be mistaken for simply a random remark, as the reader/hearer learns that Philip is
from the same hometown as Andrew and Peter. Yet, this information sheds light on how
Jesus may have “found” Philip in Galilee (1:43). Brown describes Philip’s area as having
been heavily Gentile, which explains why Philip and Andrew, though Jews, bore Greek
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names.46 The hometown mention in the narrative, discreetly associating Philip with
Andrew and Peter, could mean that they had a previous history with one another, and
therefore, provides an all-important backstory to Jesus’ call of Philip. While the narrative
is not clear on such connections or gaps in relational activities, even with Jesus, it seems
clear that the disciples plainly understood and saw Jesus as their Rabbi and Master.47 This
new Master/disciple relationship with Jesus obviously motivated the disciples to reach
out to others they were naturally associated with in some way. The analepsis of Philip’s
call in the narrative reveals a series of events/connections, in response to an encounter
with Jesus, which ultimately contributed to the beginning of Philip’s identity shift as a
disciple. Anderson argues that this sequence of events validates that Jesus is worth
following, and therefore, “shows the way forward as a positive example,” where Jesus
represents the authentic Messiah/Christ.48 It is clear that the author wants the
reader/hearer to understand that a disciple must start participating with Jesus and living
out the Baptist’s proclamation of Jesus as the Lamb of God.49 The analepsis of Philip’s
call therefore discloses a pattern for the reader/hearer to see the active nature of a disciple
as a living reflection of the gospel, reaching out to others. Following Jesus is clearly a
‘participatory’ experience that is transformational.
Now to the second consideration, regarding the prolepsis of Philip’s call. What
impact does Philip’s response to Jesus serve as the narrative moves forward? Just as
46
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several ‘dialogic’ voices of an emerging Christian community contributed to Philip’s new
journey, his first step of faith is to go and look for Nathanael, offering his own witness of
Jesus (1:45). Nathanael, who was undeniably not impressed with Jesus’ hometown, asks
Philip, “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” (1:46), to which Philip does not
engage in an argument of proof. Instead, he simply says to Nathanael, “Come and see for
yourself” (1:46). Philip’s response to Nathanael is closely entwined with Jesus’ words to
Andrew and the unnamed disciples in verse 39. Edersheim writes that the words “Come
and see” have since become the best answer to all Christian inquiry and emblematic of
the manner in which the question, “What do you want?” is answered, related to one’s
deepest desire.50 As Philip and Nathanael drew closer on their “Come and see” quest,
Jesus offered an inner assessment of Nathanael identity, calling him a “genuine son of
Israel—a man of complete integrity” (1:47). Obviously astonished by such an intimate
appraisal, Nathanael questioned Jesus saying, “How did you know about me?” (1:48).
Jesus then enlightens Nathanael with an answer associating him to the fig tree—“I could
see you under the fig tree…” (1:48). Jesus’ word “see”51 εἴδον has a close connection to
his encounter with Simon Peter, when he was “looking intently” 52 ἐμβλέπω at him (1:42)
as if to see who Simon truly was, leading to Jesus’ renaming of him to Peter. Brown
points out that throughout the Gospel of John the themes of “seeing” and “coming” were
used to describe faith in the Johannine tradition.53 Therefore, it could be argued that the
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author provides the reader/hearer more than an encounter between Jesus and Simon Peter
and Jesus and Nathanael in relationship to identity shift, in that such a shift begins with
faith. Moreover, the connection between “Come and see” in verse 39 and 46 could then
also be read as a journey of faith.
While Jesus’ encounter with Nathanael first allows the reader/hearer to appreciate
that Jesus knows things beyond normal human understanding, Jesus’ specific link here to
the fig tree (1:48) has also been considered as a symbol of something more. Rabbis often
studied and taught under fig trees, using them as illustrations in comparison to the Law,
thus emerged a tradition that Nathanael was indeed a scribe or rabbi.54 This tradition
would raise the emphasis of the unlearning/relearning feature of discipleship, as the
author boldly shows the necessity of even the religious elite to yield to Jesus’ new
teaching. Furthermore, since Nathanael is only recorded in the Fourth Gospel much
speculation has risen surrounding the validity of his identity altogether. Some scholars
have identified him as Bartholomew in other gospels, while some have claimed that he
was not one of the twelve disciples, but instead one of Jesus’ many followers.55 Even
more interesting is the proposition that Nathanael represents an allegorical symbol of
Israel.56 Considering the Johannine situation, which includes the growing tension between
Christianity and Judaism, this is a plausible consideration. Upon Jesus’ words linking
Nathanael to the fig tree, Nathanael says, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God—the King of
Israel” (1:49). Under the assumption that Nathanael is a symbol for Israel, and
considering the tradition that arose that he was a rabbi, such a declaration by Nathanael
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about Jesus would have had far-reaching consequences for readers and hearers of the text.
It would have been a significant blow to the religious elite, which was central to the
tensional dilemma within the Johannine situation.
Jesus’ final remarks to Nathanael seem to nearly support this allegorical symbol
argument, where Jesus makes reference to Gen 28:12, saying, “You will see heaven open
and the angels of God going up and down on the Son of Man, the one who is the stairway
between heaven and earth” (1:51). The connection in Genesis that Jesus makes here
references Jacob’s dream—“And he saw the angels of God going up and down the
stairway.”57 There are two things to consider here. First, Jacob’s name was later changed
to Israel (Gen 32:28), thus the reinforcement for the argument of Nathanael as a symbol
of Israel in John 1. Second, Jesus subtly positions himself as the “way” (“the stairway
between heaven and earth”58) before he officially announces himself as the “way” in John
14:6. For example, movement within the Jewish tradition toward accepting Jesus as the
Messiah, by way of the Johannine tradition, could be read as: The Highway of Holiness
(Isaiah 35:8); Prepare the Way (Isaiah 40:3, John 1:23); Jesus, the Son of Man who is the
stairway between heaven and earth (John 1:51); and Jesus as the way, the truth, and the
life (John 14:6). Although the author of John means Nathanael to be recognized as a
symbol of Israel turning to God through Jesus the Messiah, there is no definitive evidence
in the text that Nathanael is solely a symbolic character.59
Regardless, in order to get to the new disciple of Nathanael as a key part of the
emerging church and Christian movement, it required the obedience and active
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participation of other disciples. Likewise, in order for the church to grow and continue to
participate in the mission, to which Christ has called it, each person must “Come and
see,” and respond to Jesus’ rabbinic invitation, and actively participate in living out the
gospel. This is where the dialogic characteristics of personal and communal Christian
identity unveil a transformational process that begins with one’s monologic response. The
author makes it clear that there are only two ways to respond: by acceptance or
rejection—staying on the fence is not an option in the Fourth Gospel.60 These somewhat
neatly arranged categories permeate the Gospel of John, e.g. “heaven and earth, God and
Satan, light and darkness, good and evil, love and hate, believing and disbelieving,
freedom and slavery.”61 One is expected to make a decision—a ‘monologic’ response to
Jesus’ rabbinic invitation—of simply yes or no.
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Figure 6.2. Represents an illustration example of the dialogic interplay within John 1, unveiling the outer
(situation), middle (designer), and center layer (characters).

New Rabbi: The Methods & Message of Jesus
John 1 provides a vantage to see the outward structure and function of Jesus’
rabbinic school. How did Jesus teach his disciples within this structure? While Jesus
utilized the rabbinic school model, there is no evidence in scripture that he completed
such a school, or that he received ordination through the שמיכה. The Bible does however
make clear that Jesus “grew in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and all the
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people.”62 It is also important to note that during Jesus’ time it would have been highly
uncharacteristic to venture authoritatively to teach without proper rabbinic
authorization.63 Yet, this appears to be exactly what Jesus accomplished, which further
supports the ‘subversive intent’ of his ministry. Accordingly, his creative engagement of
people, informative teaching, and firsthand knowledge of the Law and the Prophets was
perplexing to his critics.
How did Jesus shape a learning environment that moved his disciples from a
monologic response to the necessary unlearning and relearning for practical
transformation? As a new ‘rabbi,’ Jesus engaged the cultural language of the day in order
to teach in an effective manner. There were many religious and civil ‘voices’ in Jesus’
day completing for communal authority, much like the numerous ‘voices’ American’s
face today in iCulture. One must also remember that engagement in the Johannine
tradition was happening in three layers—situation (outer), designer (middle), and
characters (center)—dealing with the circumstances surrounding the emergence of the
church during this time (see fig. 6.2). Jesus not only spoke and taught on his own
authority, but the form of his messages included parables, personifications, and
beatitudes, made up of content that rendered himself a sage deeply rooted in the Jewish
tradition.64 Jesus taught in ways that engaged the cultural language; however, he also
would have likely spoken three languages—Aramaic, Hebrew, and Greek.65 This
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assuredly strengthened his ability to draw upon a rich number of culturally linked
methods and symbols to convey his message. Stein recognizes Jesus’ devices with an
impressive list. He explains that Jesus was able to capture the attention of his audience by
way of overstatement, hyperbole, pun, simile, metaphor, proverb, riddle, paradox, a
fortiori, irony, the use of questions, parabolic or figurative actions, and poetry.66 Through
these devices, Jesus connected in very personal and powerful ways with his disciples and
others he encountered during his ministry. The semiotic value of cultural linguistics was
clearly leveraged in Jesus’ teaching.
While the methods Jesus employed were many, the learning culture he created
within his own rabbinic school tempered and intensified his message. Among the cultural
influences of civil and religious authority, Jesus cultivated a community where learning
happened ‘dialogically.’ Candidates-turned-disciples focused on the ‘monologic’ voice of
the Master, while engaging the ‘dialogic’ voices of an emerging faith community. Christ
became the ‘center’ as learning became engaging, participatory, and formative, involving
study and experiences with others. While disciples were customarily called as they
excelled in their studies at the religious ‘center’ of Jerusalem, Jesus first called his not-soqualified disciples from the not-so-centered ‘margins’ of society. This is an important
observation to note, again revealing the essence of Jesus’ ‘subversive intent.’ This not-soqualified group, made up of marginalized, ordinary, and imperfect people, was engrossed
in a new journey of formation, with identity shift as the objective.
Like the traditional rabbinic school, the rabbi not only instructed the disciples, but
he provided an example of how to observe the laws in practice every day. So too was the
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learning culture of Jesus’ new rabbinic school—the disciples learned from him by
observation and participation. David M. Csinos has published some excellent research
connecting the work of Lave and Wenger (discussed earlier in chapter 3), and their
argument for ‘situated learning’ and ‘legitimate peripheral participation,’ to the teaching
methods of Jesus. Csinos argues that Jesus’ approach to discipleship involved
apprenticeship, as he moved “newcomers” to “old-timers” through instruction and
induction. He writes,
Formal educational systems that were made up of apprenticeship and situated
learning were relatively common in first century Palestine. The rabbi-disciple
model of education greatly resembled this approach… In this ancient model of
instruction, the disciple would learn a new way of life—his rabbi’s way of life—
by accompanying his rabbi on his journeys and learning through observation and
participation in the life of his rabbi.67

Learning in this paradigm involved observing the rabbi, and participating in various
ways, including memorizing his teachings.68 For Jesus’ disciples, this also involved
unlearning/relearning.69 Csinos explains that after Jesus called his disciples, they were to
observe him completely, in both word and deed, following him “so closely that they
would become dusted in the soil of his feet as he guided them.”70 As illustrated by
Csinos, engagement in this apprenticeship framework of ‘legitimate’ (Jesus called the
disciples), ‘peripheral’ (the disciples observed Jesus), and ‘participation’ (the disciples
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participated with Jesus) was life changing. This model expresses ‘dialogic’ formation
within a community of believers, attuned to the ‘monologic’ voice of Christ—a devoted
connection to the Master; the new ‘rabbi.’ How did Jesus further unfold his new rabbinic
school as a practical method of learning for a communal impact? Jesus’ self-identity
offers the necessary clues, to which I will now turn.

The New Step of Faith: A ‘Monologic’ Response
By following Jesus, one participates in this kind of apprenticeship, where
‘dialogic’ formation takes place through observation, participation, and transformation
within Christian community. The ‘voices’ within this paradigm, while unmerged and
unfinalized, share a common intersection on the horizon, guided by the ‘monologic’ voice
of the Master. Based on the hearing of Jesus’ ‘rabbinic invitation,’ the candidate was
given the freedom to choose to either turn a blind eye to one’s current posture and yield
to the competing voices of culture, or turn toward Christ and offer a ‘monologic’
response.71 This same invitation is extended today in the twenty-first century to Christians
and non-Christians alike. One’s voice is the only voice one can control; therefore, the
response of this voice is ‘monologic’ and personal corresponding to Jesus’ rabbinic
invitation. The response of “Yes” can start a new journey toward the “rich and satisfying
life”72 Jesus proclaims. It is a new step of faith, with Jesus, unlike previous steps, which
will require unpacking, unlearning, relearning, and recreating.
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Inside-out: Subverting the Imago Consumere
Subverting the imago consumere happens only by way of Christ and is a work
completed by God from the inside-out.73 In order for one’s consumer posture to change
back into a Christ-like identity, one must learn the Master’s new way of life, through
response, observation, participation, and transformation. Jesus’ new way of life is one
that is lived out in but not of this world. While Jesus walked on this earth, he had a
purpose and he was going somewhere. His destination was the cross—all the way to and
through the cross. When Jesus spoke of his death, the disciples were unable to
comprehend what he meant fully, much like a ‘Christian’s’ inability today to fully grasp
the concept of “death of self.” Jesus had now spent time teaching the disciples in his new
way of life in community, and so he says (almost like a review or quiz), “And you know
the way to where I am going.”74 Immediately, a reply came from one of the disciples.
“‘No, we don’t know, Lord,’ Thomas said, ‘We have no idea where you are going, so
how can we know the way?’”75 Here, the Master offers the answer through his own ‘selfidentity’ as the Son of Man.76 Jesus responded to Thomas by giving him clear directions
and unshakeable orientation, saying, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can
come to the Father except through me.”77 Jesus not only claims himself to be the gateway
to the Father, but he also offers three essential markers of his self-identity—beacons
along the disciple’s journey of transformation. Brown argues that when Jesus says he is
73
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“the way,” he is not presenting himself as a moral guide or leader, but instead as the
“only avenue of salvation,” 78 further showing the tension with Jews that is evident in the
Johannine situation. Therefore, for one’s imago consumere to be overturned and retooled
into a Christ-like identity, such a journey of transformation begins and ends in Jesus.79 He
was essentially saying to Thomas, “Keep your eyes fixed on me—trust in me.”
In this exchange, there is more going on than what one can hurriedly notice on the
surface. Jesus’ self-identity includes way, truth, and life, and can apprise one further to
what Jesus was teaching. First, Jesus as the way ὀδός means “course of behavior, way,
way of life.”80 Thomas had asked for directions, and Jesus pointed toward himself—the
new course, new path, and new doorway. The disciples had surely learned in both
informal and formal education, that the “way” or the “path” for the Jews was the Law,
followed like a great road leading a person out of his/her spiritual ‘wilderness.’ This
adherence to the Jewish traditions was also referred to as the “Highway of Holiness.”81 In
the text, Jesus, the new rabbi is teaching (again, a process of unlearning/relearning) his
disciples a new Way. Thomas asked, “How can we know the way?”82, and Jesus points to
himself.
Second, Jesus as the truth ἀλήφεια means “the content of what is true, truth.”83
Jesus is revealing himself as what is true and real to the disciples. The Johannine
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emphasis within the text on “the real” centers on how Jesus reveals himself as truth.84
Sometimes it is easier to manufacture a version of the ‘truth’ rather than claim the truth
one suspects or experiences (such is why ‘escape’ is a lucrative product in America).
Thomas however, who displays concern and worry (seen in John 14), could also be read
(on a character level) as one who makes his decisions based on a seeing-is-believing
posture85—a posture fundamental to the human condition. What humanity perceives as
real and true is temporary and finite. Jesus explains to Thomas that he is the real deal; a
truth Thomas could take a hold of by faith.
Finally, Jesus as life ζωή means “transcendent life, life.”86 Here Jesus announces
himself as the destiny of the journey or path—life everlasting, and life in all fullness.87 In
contrast, the longing for happiness in the human heart, motivates one’s willingness to
“buy-in” readily to ‘escape,’ revealing the dissatisfaction, fear, stress, confrontation,
worry, and more (characteristics of the ‘tension’ of desire within) one has to deal with on
a daily basis. Is it then ironic that Thomas is the disciple (or character) participating in
this dialogue with Jesus? In revealing his self-identity, it is as if Jesus is saying to
Thomas, “You do know the way and it is standing right here in front of you.”
Yet, humans are quickly reminded that life is more than flesh. It is spiritual,
theological, philosophical, psychological, and dialogical, and within this world, it cannot
withstand the overabundance of ‘voices’ found particularly in American iCulture. Life
that embodies peace—fullness, abundance, satisfaction, all of which cannot be
84
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manufactured—is exactly what Jesus reveals ‘in the flesh.’ What Thomas was
desperately looking for was right in front of him the entire time, but he could not fully see
the answer. In the broken posture of the imago consumere humans struggle to see beyond
what one knows for sure, especially when what one knows for sure is not for sure at all.
There has to be a process of unlearning and relearning involved in real transformation.
As mentioned in chapter 5, learning is an entangled feature of ‘dialogic’ and social
connection, capturing the essence of learning-by-observing, learning-by-doing, and
learning-as-becoming identity formation. Building upon the apprenticeship model Jesus
established with his rabbinic school, and considering that learning embraces the
connection of language and social experience (presented by Csinos’ work with Lave and
Wenger), I will offer an illustrative example of Christ-like identity formation
incorporated into a discipleship model. Such a pattern (after fleshed out to include the
necessary learning components, mentoring relationships, and study aids), as a path
toward real change, is directly connected to the self-identity of Jesus (see fig. 6.3).
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Figure 6.3. Represents an illustration example of Christ-like Identity Formation, within community,
subverting the imago consumere, which must involve improvising, creative, and participatory formats.

One of the major differences between the traditional rabbinic schools and Jesus’
new rabbinic school is that in Jesus’ paradigm, one never becomes a ‘rabbi.’88 Instead,
one continues to follow the Rabbi/Master of Jesus, sacrificially giving over more and
more ownership of one’s life to God on the journey. This paradigm builds on the reality
that every day, and for every experience, the ‘disciple’ needs more of Jesus. Returning to
Jesus’ ‘rabbinic invitation’ on one’s journey is the practical measure of how a Christian
continues to reflect back in order to ‘keep moving forward.’ This is an essential part of
the discipleship process, and an intentional return to a posture of humility, in which one
becomes less and less and Jesus becomes more and more.89 On such a journey lies the
88
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touchstones and building blocks that begin to revive and communicate a very different
story; one of mercy, grace, love, and redemption. This kind of story is not embalmed in a
book, but rather leaps from the scrolls of ancient kinfolk, painting a brilliant landscape,
where humanity gathers as one reflection of countless stories, in which new faces and old
represent the color and shading of the kingdom of God. This is the Christ-like reflection
of the church, from the inside-out—a beautiful, living narrative, through which the
utterance of one voice rises above all.

Following Jesus ‘In’ American Consumer iCulture
To arrive at such a breathtaking ‘location,’ Christians have to realize that stepping
outside the comfort of the ‘bubble’ has less now to do with randomly helping others and
more to do with first drawing close to Jesus, as he reaches to others. Even so, the tension
humans struggle with between faith and fear verifies the cost of following Jesus in any
setting. Costly grace is like a treasure hidden in a field.90 However, for many Christians,
one’s own backyard might as well be halfway around the world when it comes to
participating in the mission to which Christ has called the church. Nevertheless, joining
Jesus where he is already at work and ‘participating’ in the process of discipleship are
ways that Christ can bring to mind to his ‘disciples’ what it looks like to be in but not of
the world. Trusting oneself to the plan and authority of Jesus is a not a natural activity for
the flesh. It is a spiritual objective. This is why the human flesh has to be overthrown, as
if it were a rogue dictatorship. The tyrant that exists in one’s flesh is exceedingly
motivated within a superfluous American iCulture.
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One might think that being in but not of the world in the twenty-first century
would be far more difficult than in Jesus’ day. However, when I pull together the wider
scope of what makes up this project and ask the question, “What does it look like to
follow Jesus in American consumer iCulture?” one can begin to see that an old way,
which Jesus modeled for the birth of Christian community, is today very much viable. As
an example, when I bring the circumstances of John 1 in the first century together with
the circumstances of twenty-first century American Christianity, there is an amazing
correlation to consider regarding the shifting of Christian identity (see fig. 6.4).

Figure 6.4. Represents an illustration example of Christ-like Identity Formation, within community,
subverting the imago consumere.
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In today’s iCulture, the indispensable nature of theological reflection finds itself
consumed by capitalism, and is occasionally ushered out of the church when power again
wins out over wisdom. John Kavanaugh argues that when consumerism begins to
formulate such a philosophy, social depersonalization takes place, reducing real people to
a means of influence, power, or profit.91 Within the walls of the church, this “philosophy”
becomes problematic and counterintuitive to the development and growth of Christian
community. The challenge then for those living in a consumer society (especially for
Christians) is to question the unique ways in which such a culture is generated.92 A lot is
at stake for the church within consumption culture, especially when it comes to fulfilling
the church’s mission—to make disciples. Considering this, the urgency of the questions
“Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” is affirmed, because every human matters. This is
what God has been trying to assure humanity of all along, primarily by vacating heaven,
taking on a body, and moving “into the neighborhood.”93
It has been particularly useful to bring Bakhtin into contact with these questions.
The theory of dialogism is comprehensive for the human life, and incredibly beneficial
for the complexity of identity formation. Green expands on the benefit of linking Bakhtin
to such formation, especially related to the consequences of ‘authoring’ within personal
and social interaction. She writes, “I author myself; I am co-responsible for the shaping
of others with whom I interact.”94 Therefore, what I say and how I act—by myself, in
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community, and especially between the bookends of casually assumed and starkly
ignored—really does matter. Not only does it shape me, but it also dialogically affects the
lives of others. Separate from “Christian” idiosyncrasies, these considerations expose the
nakedness of humanity in unsettling fashion. Bakhtin writes,
We can go as far as to say that in real life people talk most of all about what
others talk about—they transmit, recall, weigh and pass judgment on other
people’s words, opinions, assertions, information; people are upset by others’
words, or agree with them, contest them, refer to them and so forth.95

Observing this interaction is exhausting by itself. Nonetheless, if I am not concerned
about how I answer the questions, “Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” then I must
submit I have never heard the call of Jesus over the noise from the utterances that spill
from my lips and spew from society. Jesus (the head of the church) is concerned about
humanity; therefore, I should be concerned about humanity. Again, such responsibility
must begin first in me. Love cannot be shared until it is first received.96
Christian identity, while both individual (personal) and corporate (the church), is
represented by word and deed—how the church fulfills its mission within its community
of faith and the greater community in which it serves. Therefore, one’s personal role as
‘Christian’ must no longer engage in the ‘performance’ of a manufactured personal story
seeded on individualism, but rather it must embrace the narrative that Jesus personifies,
and join in the church’s story. The questions “Who am I?” and “What do I believe?” are
both assuredly answered with Christianity’s story, and perhaps even composed in Jesus’
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in one’s orientation toward God, through Jesus Christ.
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question, “What do you want?”97 Thus, reasonably then one should ask, “What does it
mean to be Christian?” Hauerwas answers,
Being Christian is a way of life; it’s being part of God’s story. To be Christian is
to appreciate what God has done for us through Jesus of Nazareth. Being
Christian doesn’t mean following a set of rules or principles; Christianity
depends on the character of people’s lives. The Gospel has no meaning unless it
can be lived out and embodied in people’s lives. That’s why the lives of the
saints are so important. To be Christian means to praise and glorify God. The
lives of Christians look different from other people’s lives. When Christians try
to look the same as everyone else, they find themselves in all sorts of
quandaries.98

Hauerwas argues that fundamentally, ‘being Christian’ is supposed to exemplify a
message—a story—that is not being told in the drudgery of worldly life, particularly in
America. The Christian story is intended to point even beyond itself, to the heart of what
desires to consume humanity the most—the heart of God. It is this spiritual location, in
which one finds the kinship and communion with God, that was first articulated (by way
of cultural linguistics) through the Creation story.

Summary and Conclusions
This project has addressed the manner in which Christian identity and theology is
being shaped within American consumer iCulture. As a core concern the project focused
on exposing the significance of dialogic convergence, while also working to reveal the
assumed ‘dialogic’ layers that make up ‘Christian’ identity on both a personal
(individual) and corporate (the church) level in an American iCulture. The utilization of
Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism furnished a lens through which to examine ‘Christian’
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identity in relationship to biblical theology and the cultural constructs evident in an
American consumer culture. The research primarily focused on examining the influential
layer, or the emerging years of one’s life. It is in this layer one finds the influential
‘voices’ of education, sports, religion, image marketing/advertising, politics, the media,
and vocation, which impact one’s priorities and reinforce a consumer posture. Within
these ‘voices’, I predominantly addressed those closely associated to image marketing
and advertising.
Chapter 2 presented an overview of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism
relating to literary criticism and the ‘dialogical’ characteristics of life. Utilizing Bakhtin
as a lens for the biblical text, I provided a reading of Genesis 3, in which I argue that this
text accommodated an unfolding consumer culture where unmerged and unfinalized
‘voices’ shaped the imago consumere of humanity. In the beginning, humans and God
existed in communion, consisting of ‘monologic’ formation (in intimate oneness with
God) based on humans hearing and responding to the ‘monologic’ voice of God. Most
important is that this Bakhtinian approach to ‘Christian’ identity formation has provided a
useful language and vocabulary, which allow us to talk about age-old Christian issues
with more depth and texture.
Chapter 3 presented an argument for my proposition of dialogic convergence,
through which the ‘voices’ of philosophy, consumerism, and theology intertwine to
fortify the imago consumere. This chapter established an infrastructure for the continued
influence of cultural ‘voices’ related to ‘dialogic truth,’ decisions made based on sensory
preferences, and the ‘polyphonic stimuli’ of life and learning. Here is where Lave and
Wenger’s introduction of ‘situated learning’ provides the backdrop for a connection to
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Jesus’ apprenticeship model found in his new rabbinic school. Dialogic convergence
initiated and supported a shift from ‘monologic’ identity formation based on the
‘monologic’ voice of God, to the ‘dialogic’ voices of the world producing ‘dialogic’
formation.
Chapter 4 showed the business of American Christianity, and examined the
bedrock (the Church Growth Movement) of the church’s current metric. This chapter
explored the decline in church membership and worship attendance, and presented two
key studies related to the church and the tension in which it finds itself with emerging
generations. It also examined the Jesus brand, the implications of church marketing on
Christian identity, and the emerging ethics within a post-Christian America.
Chapter 5 revealed the impact that marketing and the American Dream has on
Christian identity and the church. This chapter examined the ‘dialogic’ consequences of
advertising to children, the influence of Walt Disney and companies like Apple and
Google. The chapter also examined the phenomenon of image marketing as a branding
strategy for individuals, and how re-accentuation has reshaped the Creation story and the
story of the fall of humanity. Such reshaping has bolstered prosperity theology, creating a
distorted version of Christianity in America.
Chapter 6 concluded by examining what it might look like to follow Jesus in
American consumer iCulture, as related to the Jewish heritage of Jesus’ rabbinic
invitation—“Come, follow me.”99 This included a proposed example of practice for
discipleship pioneered around the pattern of discover, claim, and live, which are three
identity altering activities that are illuminated in Jesus’ self-identity, as expressed in his
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words, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”100 The focus is to subvert the imago
consumere toward the lineage of Christian identity that reflects the original imago Dei—
Christ-like identity—and the center of one’s true ‘Christian’ identity. This movement
shifts the ‘dialogic’ voices and ‘dialogic’ formation in the world to ‘dialogic’ formation
under the guidance of the ‘monologic’ voice of Christ. While the challenge for the church
(corporate) is to exist within consumer culture without being consumed, the solution
proposed within this project comes about by allowing one’s consumer posture
(individual) to be first consumed by God.

Turning Inside-out: A Concluding Reflection
Change is a wonderful thing to hope for in the world and a daunting task to
undertake. One is always interested in change when the ‘change’ first begins in the other
person. What Christians fail to understand is that ‘changing the world’ is not
Christianity’s primary objective or concern. Neither is it to be the ‘Christian’ function to
Americanize all other nations so they reflect western culture. Therefore, if the church
desires to fulfill its mission of ‘participating’ in ‘changing the world,’ that change must
first take place within the church. This is how Jesus can overturn the consumer posture
and chase consumer tendencies out of the ‘temple.’ This is how authentic Christian
identity is birthed in American iCulture. This is how we extend the hand, which was first
extended to us—God’s grace flowing through the Christian, changing the Christian, as
the Christian participates in the changing. My own journey has led me to wrestle with this
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project, and now it leads me to the following question: Is this something worth ‘buyingin’ to with everything that makes me who I am?
My response is, “Yes!” by the only voice in the entire world I can control—my
own. Therefore, may such change begin within—may I, first, allow Jesus to break-freein-me.
ואהבת תא הוהי אלהיך בכל־לבבך ובכל־נפשך ובכל־מאדך׃
101

101

Deuteronomy 6:5-6.

והיו הדבים האלה אשר אנכי מצוך היום על־לבבך׃
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